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ABSTRACT 
 The concept of the author has changed over time, along with the forms of media 
that have been used to circulate texts. In my dissertation, I examine assumptions about 
writers with roots on the African continent by looking at representations of their status 
and function as authors as they appear in fiction and in the public sphere. I explore the 
changes in both the academy’s and the public’s perceptions of literature in French, and 
examine how these perceptions are related to current understandings of migration, 
transnationalism, and “legitimate” cultural production. The generation of writers working 
after independence from European colonialism in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s re-appropriated 
language and forms, resisting political and cultural domination. Decades later, can it be 
said that francophone writers today are as much a part of the literary landscape in French 
as any other author?  
 I study the writings and self-presentation of five prominent authors writing in 
French today: Calixthe Beyala (Cameroon), Fatou Diome (Senegal), Bessora 
(Gabon/Switzerland), Alain Mabanckou (Congo), and Léonora Miano (Cameroon). 
Through their public performances as well as in their published work, these five writers 
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adapt the repertoire for the writer labeled as “African” or “immigrant” in their own 
ways.  They may play into or play up some of these prescribed roles, but in so doing they 
highlight the apparatus that structures the publishing industry, including the problematic 
vestiges of colonialism that remain in place there. 
           Recent theories of the posture de l’écrivain (posturing of the writer) have not yet 
been fully applied to writers outside the Franco-French, Parisian-centered literary field. I 
examine the implications of considering the performance of the authorial persona when 
applied to works by French-speaking authors with origins outside this hyper-centralized 
industry. My corpus includes their written works, their presence in both traditional and 
digital media, and their appearances in person at literary events. Focusing on their self-
presentation in written and embodied performances enables a more complete grasp of 
specific ways the literary field is configured for francophone writers, and the differences 
that remain: in the roles imposed upon them, and in their own authorial aesthetic.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Questions on Authorship and Contemporary Francophone African Writers 
 
 In March 2007, an article appeared in the front page of Le Monde declaring the 
forty-four signatories of the text to be “Pour une 'littérature-monde' en français.” 
Contemporary writers who publish in French, with origins as diverse as the European 
continent, Africa, the Americas, and the Indian Ocean, made up this ad hoc collective.1 
They took as their point of departure the fact that the previous year's crop of literary 
prizes for works in French all went to writers from “outre-France” [“outside-France”], 
and argued for a reconsideration of the current organization of literature and its authors 
into French and francophone categories.2 Aside from this argument for drastic change in 
criticism of literature in French, the article and the corresponding collection of essays 
                                                        
1 The signatories were Muriel Barbery (France/Morocco), Tahar Ben Jelloun (Morocco), 
Alain Borer (France), Roland Brival (Martinique), Maryse Condé (Guadeloupe), Didier 
Daeninckx (France), Ananda Devi (Mauritius), Alain Dugrand (France), Edouard 
Glissant (Martinique), Jacques Godbout (Quebec), Nancy Huston (Canada), Koffi 
Kwahulé (Côte d’Ivoire), Dany Laferrière (Haiti/Quebec), Gilles Lapouge 
(France/Algeria), Jean-Marie Laclavetine (France), Michel Layaz (Switzerland), Michel 
Le Bris (France), JMG Le Clézio (France/Mauritius), Yvon Le Men (France), Amin 
Maalouf (Lebanon/France), Alain Mabanckou (Congo/France), Anna Moï 
(Vietnam/France), Wajdi Mouawad (Lebanon/Quebec), Nimrod (Chad), Wilfried 
N'Sondé (Congo/France), Esther Orner (Israel), Erik Orsenna (France), Benoît Peeters 
(France), Patrick Rambaud (France), Gisèle Pineau (France/Guadeloupe), Jean-Claude 
Pirotte (Belgium), Grégoire Polet (Belgium), Patrick Raynal (France), Jean-Luc V. 
Raharimanana (Madagascar), Jean Rouaud (France), Boualem Sansal (Algeria), Dai Sitje 
(China/France), Brina Svit (Slovenia/France), Lyonel Trouillot (Haiti), Anne Vallaeys 
(Belgium/Congo), Jean Vautrin, André Velter (France), Gary Victor (Haiti), 
Abdourahman A. Waberi (Djibouti). 
2 In the fall of 2006, the following literary prizes were awarded: both le Goncourt and le 
Grand Prix du roman de l'Académie française, Jonathan Littel; le Renaudot, Alain 
Mabanckou; le Femina, Nancy Huston; and le Goncourt des lycéens, Léonora Miano. 
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whose publication followed in May of that year, Pour une littérature-monde, both lean on 
the supports of several historical and contemporary phenomena in French letters that are 
hardly outside the mainstream. First, the literary manifesto is a genre in itself, recalling 
other documents like André Breton’s Manifeste du surréalisme (1924 and 1929), and is 
not an innocent choice of form for proposing a shift of paradigms in the public literary 
sphere. The manifesto therefore places itself within a tradition, yet also aligns itself with 
the theme of revolutionary ideas in arts and letters. Second, the signatories recognize the 
centrality of literary prizes as tools for legitimation and acceptance. The predominance of 
French literary prizes such as the Goncourt, as well as the increasing preponderance of 
similar prizes in recent decades, point to the importance such institutions have, not only 
in recognizing what is considered quality literature, but also in bringing its creators into 
the mainstream cultural sphere based in France. Finally, the formation of a sort of 
collective around a central idea or aesthetic recalls a tradition of seeking out a shared 
movement, not unlike these signatories' predecessors in the domain of Francophone 
letters, the group surrounding the négritude writers in the mid-twentieth century – this, 
despite that fact that, as Odile Cazenave has observed in Afrique sur Seine, francophone 
writers since the 1990s are known rather for their “singularity” as opposed to a collective 
ethos (161). 
 Though now eight years have passed since the Manifeste’s publication, I highlight 
this moment precisely because each of these phenomena touches upon important aspects 
of authorship as it relates to contemporary francophone writers. The signing of such a 
manifesto is first an instance of the author's name as signifier, as separate and different 
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from the author as embodied person. The forty-four signatories of the original article in 
Le Monde are all published authors of fiction, which gives them a certain degree of 
authority in this field, and their individual names stand as signifiers as such. Second, 
several of the signers were in fact at some point recipients of some of the same prizes 
evoked in the manifesto. They have thus been beneficiaries of the notoriety, if not 
necessarily actual readership, such prizes bring. Most of the names appearing in this way 
on the front page of a national newspaper are probably recognizable to a large portion of 
the paper's readership; this does not mean, however, that those same readers are 
necessarily familiar with a given author's corpus. In this context, the fact of the authors' 
names overshadows the act of any writings they may have done as individuals. Here, the 
author's identity, as represented through his or her name, seems to outweigh the author as 
embodied person. Finally, the idea of a collective, a “group of forty-four,” also presents 
each of the authors in a specific way: not as individuals, but as a whole, speaking in one 
voice, “for a 'world-literature' in French.” This three-point framing of the signatories 
raises many questions about what it means to be a contemporary author, particularly for 
those identified as francophone, as opposed to French, and how this amorphous group is 
situated, by themselves and by others, in relation to the French literary field. The authors 
who signed this document are variously labeled as French, francophone, or sometimes 
both depending on the context. The contradictory nature of the manifesto, along with the 
French and francophone authors collectively proclaiming its message, seem on the one 
hand to ask that these authors be considered wholly as members of or contributors to the 
mainstream literary field in French; yet at the same time, they position themselves as a 
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distinctly francophone bloc to be taken together. Faced with complexities such as these, 
how are we to understand the place of contemporary writers from Africa within the 
landscape of literature in French?  How do they, as agents themselves within that field, 
present themselves?  
 Today’s authors do not shy away from engaging with questions of self-
presentation; they are in fact very self-aware and indeed self-reflective regarding 
questions of authorial identity. Many explore these questions in multidimensional ways: 
in fiction, in writings among and about other authors, and in their engagement with the 
public, through new media and in face-to-face encounters. They question assumed roles 
of the African writer working in French, they comment on other African writers and on 
cultural topics in general, and they communicate with their readers and the public at large 
in new spaces, both virtual and embodied.  
 Though much work has been done exploring the validity or even usefulness of 
terms such as “francophonie” and “littérature-monde en français,” these critiques have 
been more or less limited to the theoretical implications of organizing literature in this 
way. When the discussion has centered around the authors as individuals, it has leaned 
more toward a debate on the inclusion or exclusion of certain writers from the manifesto, 
or the financial or economic implications for these authors' careers, including within the 
structure of the publishing industry as it exists today.3 Eric Prieto has also expressed 
                                                        
3 See: Woolward, Keithley. "World Literature in French: A Caribbean Design?" Small 
Axe 14.3 (2010): 89-98; Glover, Kaiama L. "The Ambivalent Transnationalism of a 
Literature-World in French." Small Axe 14.3 (2010): 99-110; and Cazenave, Odile, and 
Patricia-Pia Célérier. Contemporary Francophone African Writers and the Burden of 
Commitment. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2011, pp. 142-45. 
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skepticism on the newness of the idea of littérature-monde, pointing to the enormous debt 
own Édouard Glissant’ theory of Tout-monde (Glissant is also one of the signers of the 
manifesto). In contrast, I point to this literary moment as a crystallization of the many 
facets of authorial performance for contemporary francophone writers. There also has 
been limited consideration of the writings of these authors outside of their fiction, nor 
have there been adequate studies of the other ways in which they represent themselves or 
perform their identities as both writers and as members of some minority outside of a 
central Parisian literary sphere.4  I argue that these broader aspects of authorial identity 
should be considered in order to more fully account for reading practices that encompass 
the author as embodied individual alongside his/her strictly written or fictional work, as 
well as for the full aesthetic project of these writers. Readers do engage in dialogue with 
the author as an individual with influence on both the resulting literary text and its 
reception. This dialogue may be contained within the text itself, it may take place in 
virtual, online communication with an author through forums or blogs, or it may occur in 
more direct ways through appearances at literary salons, dedications and signings at 
bookstores, and other public events.  
 While reading practices and their effects are vital, of course it is still important to 
remember the agency of the creators of these discursive and embodied texts. How do 
francophone authors represent themselves in the contemporary literary field? I argue that 
they do something different from their Franco-French counterparts. First, they lean on the 
                                                        
4 Notable exceptions are Cazenave & Célérier, and Mabanckou, Alain, and Dominic 
Thomas. "New Technologies and the Popular: Alain Mabanckou's Blog." Research in 
African Literatures 39.4, Positively Popular: African Culture in the Mainstream 
(Winter 2008): 58-71. 
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supports of a dual written heritage: a French one, in order to legitimize themselves within 
the constraints of the current state of the publishing industry, and an African one, in an 
effort to legitimate themselves. A white, male author does not validate his writing in 
French by performing his knowledge of the classics of French literature in the same way 
that the narrator of Fatou Diome's La Préférence nationale, or the fictional Verre Cassé in 
Alain Mabanckou’s works do. But these writing practices also fully embrace the 
spectacle of authorship, including its new function in developing media. Digital media 
are still marginalized vehicles for authorship: though we are living the moment of 
transition towards digital media, print is still the dominant legitimized form of circulation 
for literary texts. Can it be said that these modes of circulation are particularly useful 
tools for writers who continue as marginalized subjects themselves within the publishing 
world? What opportunities for contesting the status quo are afforded by the web and its 
alternative networks of communication with readers and critics? These writers may 
initially seek out more accessible ways to disseminate their work in order to later break 
into a print-dominant sphere, if at all. Without succumbing to facile formulations that 
would essentialize the African writer, there is something distinct about how the literary 
sphere portrays these authors, and also how they may choose to engage with these 
representations and even manipulate them. 
 
Presentation of Chapters 
 The first chapter, “Setting the Stage: Background and Main Actors,” focuses on 
the historiography of the conception of the author, and gives an overview of the corpus. 
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Particularly in French letters, how has the writer developed into an authority figure and as 
an individual over the history of the published text, along with the media used to 
communicate that text? If the modern concept of the author (along with its legal 
counterparts copyright/droits d'auteur) is generally considered to have developed, in 
France at least, during the course of the eighteenth century, the role of the professional 
author, as Pierre Bourdieu argues in Les Règles de l'art (1992), only goes back as far as 
the mid-nineteenth century, in the cohort surrounding figures like Flaubert and 
Baudelaire. This professionalization of the field, along with the simultaneous rise of 
capitalism, fusing with the early-nineteenth century idea of the romantic author (both the 
author participating in the movement of romanticism and the romanticized image of the 
lonely, tortured artist) created what Bourdieu names the literary field as it is known today. 
This is the public space where an author's identity begins to act as its own kind of 
currency; this image is a constructed text not unlike the written text. The author's public 
image is increasingly tied to his or her work, which is often necessary in order to sell 
books, and the modern reader “reads” the author as much as he or she reads the texts 
produced by the author. 
 Recent criticism in French calls these performances the posture de l'écrivain 
(posturing of the writer) and this body of work informs my analysis of what I call rather 
the presence of the authors whose work make up my corpus. Within literature of the 
diaspora, there are certain names that have a greater presence and visibility than others. 
Looking at the post-independence generation of francophone African writers, those who 
started publishing in the 1980s, 90s, and later, certain names stand out, such as Calixthe 
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Beyala and Alain Mabanckou. Beyond simply documenting this fact and highlighting 
nuances in ways these authors differ from one another, I examine the apparatus they use 
when navigating the literary field, demonstrating that they re-imagine the idea of 
authorship and set new parameters for its practice for francophone African writers in the 
contemporary literary field. African writers are often faced with certain questions posed 
by critics and the general reading public, which are not addressed to white, French 
writers. Examining these questions will also allow us to better understand the established 
roles contemporary African writers are at once expected to perform, and also against 
which they may choose to define themselves. 
 This chapter also presents the authors I will spotlight at different moments in this 
study. I focus on five contemporary authors who were born or have roots in French-
speaking West and Central Africa; each of these authors pays particular attention to the 
representation of contemporary francophone African writers today. Listed roughly 
chronologically by their appearance on the literary stage, the authors I study are Calixthe 
Beyala, Bessora, Fatou Diome, Alain Mabanckou, and Leonora Miano. My corpus 
includes a selection of their written work and their respective roles in the literary field. 
While many actors in the contemporary literary field in French have been well situated in 
the context of their works both on the stage (off the page) and in media (both traditional 
and digital), writers with ties outside mainstream French culture have not yet been fully 
studied from this perspective.  
 If the writers of the contemporary generation are at home with addressing their 
public persona in their writing, what does the up-and-coming generation do with the even 
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newer forms of media and public interaction available to literary figures and their public 
through new digital cultures? While critics such as Jérôme Meizoz have assembled a 
Franco- and Parisian-centric collection of writers to represent the current contemporary 
generation, what nuances can be seen when looking at literatures that are traditionally 
considered more peripheral to the Parisian publishing scene? Do writers from Africa 
engage with their public persona in different ways? 
 Chapter 2, entitled “The Fiction of Authorship: Writers on Stage within the Text,” 
examines representations of author figures within the fictional texts of the corpus. 
Looking at a selection of novels from Beyala, Diome, and Mabanckou, I examine how 
these authors write about being writers. These texts serve as case studies to analyze how 
fictional writing serves as a site to unpack the heavily significant tradition a 
contemporary francophone author from Africa must face. Are the writers in these texts 
public figures, or private ones, and how do these classifications align with gender 
differences? Do they consider themselves and their writing politically engaged? What 
parallels can be drawn between the writers in the texts, and the writers of the texts? 
Without reducing these characters to simple stand-ins for their creators, we can 
productively consider the authors both inside and outside the novel to be in dialogue with 
each other in ways that comment on the state of the literary sphere and on the 
expectations of readers, publishers, and the public at large.  
 I first discuss the author figures in two of Beyala's “Parisian” novels: the title 
character of Assèze l'Africaine, and the écrivain public Ngaremba of Les Honneurs 
perdus. These two figures are contrasting representations of the African woman writer in 
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Paris. In the case of Assèze, the novel is told in the first person, and Assèze is the author 
of her own text, though the reader learns towards the close of the book that this novel is 
not only a memoir but an act of therapy Assèze uses to process her painful past. In this 
case, writing is not only personal in content but private in nature; Assèze is in no way a 
public figure nor does she stage herself within the novel as such. In the case of Ngaremba 
of Les Honneurs perdus, however, she fully embraces her role as écrivain public in the 
immigrant community of Belleville. She works transcribing letters and official 
documents for those in her community who cannot write for themselves, and even in 
these documents she allows herself creative license in inventing fictions of immigration –
in fake working papers, and in false stories of success in letters sent back to the home 
countries of her clients. Ngaremba stages the role of author that is in many ways parallel 
to the one Beyala herself plays as writer based in Belleville (at the time of this novel's 
publication) in the public sphere and her outspoken political standpoints.  
 Diome also stages narrator and author figures in her fiction that share biographical 
aspects with the writer herself. Both the unnamed narrator of the collection of short 
stories La préférence nationale and the narrator Salie in Le Ventre de l'Atlantique are, as 
in the case of Diome herself, natives of a small town in Senegal who came to Strasbourg 
after marrying a Frenchman. Following a divorce, both narrators and Diome herself 
continue to live in Strasbourg, pursuing university studies in francophone literature and 
writing fiction.5 A third text by Diome, Inassouvies, nos vies (2008), though it less 
                                                        
5 While the reader never learns of the narrator’s specialization, in the case of Diome 
herself, she was preparing a doctoral thesis on the works of Senegalese writer and 
filmmaker Ousmane Sembène. 
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explicitly references these specific biographical details, also features a young Senegalese 
woman based in Strasbourg, observing the lives of others in an adjacent apartment, and 
recording their imagined lives. Diome’s written work is a creative space she uses to 
examine the mediatization of authors and their interaction with their publics. 
 Another example of the autobiographical writer presence is in Mabanckou's novel 
Black Bazar, largely based on his own life in Paris, his forging of a friendship with 
Haitian writer Louis-Philippe Dalembert, and his subsequent beginnings as a writer. This 
fictionalized telling of his own apprenticeship in authorship and being a public figure 
invites the reader familiar with the sites and neighborhoods of Paris that serve as the 
backdrop to the novel to place the characters in these real spaces, and also figures this 
process in a theatrical and even comical way. Two earlier novels, Verre Cassé and 
Mémoires de porc-épic stage the author in a more fully-formed state, as well as the 
process of publication in the Parisian-centered industry. The narrator and title character of 
Verre Cassé is a disgraced teacher who is paid by the owner of the café Le Crédit a 
Voyagé to record the goings-on of his business. The stream-of-consciousness narration is 
full of comical and even grotesque moments, yet also contains continual references to the 
classics of French literature, constructing a contradictory image of authorship that could 
be considered highbrow, yet at times crude in tone. Mémoires de porc-épic, for which 
Mabanckou won the Prix Renaudot in 2006, adopts a similar style of narration, though it 
is not until the reader reaches the annex at the end of the text that it is revealed that this is 
(presented as) the fictional Verre Cassé's fictional work. The annex is in fact a letter 
written by Verre Cassé's “literary executor” following the author's death, the owner of the 
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Crédit a Voyagé café, to Mabanckou's real publishing house, Éditions du Seuil, regarding 
his wishes for the conditions under which the text should be published and the 
compensation he is seeking. This complex system of mirrors reflecting and distorting the 
image of the author questions ideas about ownership over a given text, and the 
relationship between writers from/on the continent and the persistence of a publishing 
industry that is based in the capital of the former colonial power. While Mabanckou may 
not be the first or only one asking such questions, his use of humor and his crossing 
fictional authors with real-life reference points of his own writing process, are a new way 
of contesting these structures.  
 Chapter 3 is titled “In the Wings: Authorship in Liminal Texts,” and focuses on 
the construction of one's position as author at the borders of the text. How is authorial 
identity staged in liminal texts and thresholds? This chapter is informed by Genette's 
study of paratextes (titles, dedications, back covers, prefaces, etc.) and the argument that 
these are also important sites for literary analysis.  
 The preface in particular has a complex history specifically in francophone 
literature from Africa and the Caribbean. Going back to “Un grand poète noir” (1947), 
André Breton’s preface to Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, and “Orphée 
noir” (1948), Jean-Paul Sartre's preface to Léopold Sédar Senghor's Anthologie de la 
nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de langue française, prefaces have played an 
important role not only in the introduction of African and Caribbean literature to the 
French-speaking public at large, but also as yet another site where the politics of race 
within the publishing world are made apparent, whether being reinforced or contested. I 
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look at two examples of preface-writing by Mabanckou to examine how these texts 
operate in a performative way to establish and enforce his authority not only as a writer 
but in his shift toward becoming a critic of literature and culture: first, the preface “Livre 
initiatique” that he wrote for the 2006 re-edition of Camara Laye's L'enfant noir, and 
then, his preface to La France noire: trois siècles de présence (2011), a collaborative text 
on the general history of the presence of blacks in France, with a particular emphasis on 
visual culture. I also look at other prefaces and afterwords that have been written 
by/among other contemporary francophone writers, in order to put these two examples 
into perspective. Notably, the 2002 critical text Désir d'Afrique by Boniface Mongo-
Mboussa, which opens with a preface by Amadou Khourouma, and closes with an 
afterward by Sami Tchak, serves as a sort of emblem for the transitions that have 
occurred regarding criticism in the field. It exemplifies shifts in who is allowed to preface 
or critique a francophone writer's text, as well as a passing from one generation to 
another: Khourouma is in a sense passing the baton to Sami Tchak, another writer born 
post-independence, like those who are the main focus of this study. I also consider an 
example of Miano’s prefacing of scholar Nathalie Etoké, in contrast with these examples 
of a male tradition of preface writing and criticism in francophone literature. 
 This chapter also discusses another kind of paratext, which additionally crosses 
into the realm of the digital: author blogs and websites. Mabanckou's blog Black Bazar 
was at one time the most visible among those maintained by francophone authors. 
Bessora also maintains a blog, but one of a much different nature, and serves as a sort of 
counterpoint to Mabanckou’s. While Mabanckou in particular used his blog as a forum 
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for recommending, critiquing, and indeed authenticating new writers and texts on the 
scene of French and Francophone letters, operating in the wings and encouraging others 
to take the spotlight, Bessora uses her space more to comment on her own writing, and 
even make available excerpts from her more recent releases in order to entice readers. 
Léonora Miano is another author who, while she does not maintain as open a forum as a 
blog, does have a website which serves some of the same curatorial functions as 
Mabanckou's blog. Different pages on her site invite readers to explore her Bibliothèque, 
Videothèque, and Discothèque, with lists of suggested reading, viewing, and listening. In 
contrast to Mabanckou's introducing of new writers, however, Miano's site serves a 
legitimizing function for her own writing in that it frames her as a critic of other works – 
and not necessarily the canonical French texts that Diome's narrator uses to authenticate 
herself in her fiction, but rather in works by other black artists, including those based in 
the United States.  
 Chapter 4, “'Saper' l'auteur: Authorial Performances in Public and in the Media,” 
examines authors as actors in the public sphere. I borrow the title for this chapter from 
the phenomenon of la sape, examined most notably by sociologist Justin-Daniel 
Gandoulou in his 1989 book Au coeur de la Sape: Moeurs et aventures des Congolais à 
Paris.6 I look at representations (by themselves and by others) of Beyala, Diome, and 
                                                        
6 Acronym for Société des ambianceurs et personnes d'élégance, 'la sape' is a 
performative model of transnationalism particular to the Congo-France migration 
dynamic. Migration to France being focused on the acquisition of exterior signs of 
wealth, most notably European designer clothing, the ultimate goal is the planned 
return to the native country and community as an economically successful “Parisian.” 
This identity is constructed through spectacle and performance, along with the 
“costumes” of name-brand clothing and accessories.  
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Mabanckou, with particular attention paid to these representations in person at literary 
festivals. Informed in part by recent scholarship on writers' festivals in the anglophone 
world,7 I also incorporate theories of performance into this analysis in order to sketch out 
a portrait of each author as public persona by focusing on the contrasts and similarities 
between authorial presences at the Paris Salon du Livre (Book Fair) and the Étonnants 
Voyageurs writers festival in Brittany. These diverse reference points configure the place 
and role of the African writer in the contemporary field, including differences in 
expectations and performance along gender lines. These constructed identities performed 
on the public stages of the media and personal appearances are more than a key for 
interpreting fictionalized account of real-life events. I read the instances of staging the 
real author in fiction as an invitation to continue reading the texts that are outside the 
physical book object as well.  
 In my concluding chapter, “Reflections on the Study of Francophone African 
Writers and le Contemporain,” I clarify how joining two bodies of criticism, sociology of 
the author with performance studies, in an analysis of this corpus allows us as critics to 
read the literature of contemporary francophone authors in new ways. The innovative and 
different modes in which contemporary francophone authors are writing and playing 
themselves points to a renewal in this field, and the incorporation of an additional text 
that is presented to the public for consumption and critique. This is the phase that comes 
after a re-appropriation – of a form, of a genre, of a subject matter, even of a language – it 
is, if not a total reinvention, a transitional moment toward something new. As with the 
                                                        
7    See Stewart, Cori. "The Culture of Contemporary Writers' Festivals." Ph.D. 
Queensland University of Technology, 2009. 
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digital transition, the old forms still remain and dominate, but the new forms are making 
space for themselves and acquiring greater visibility and legitimacy. To return to the point 
with which I opened, the movement to propose new ideas such as littérature-monde en 
français and its effort to bring francophone literature out of the ghetto is emblematic. A 
cohort of writers is claiming a space not only for the writing produced by its members but 
for the text that is presented through their own embodied persons. I am observing the 
literary inscription of this phenomenon through the acts, both discursive and embodied, 
of the writers presented here, as well as the critical apparatus necessary in order to 
understand it.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
Setting the Stage: Background and Main Actors 
 
 Before the start of a formal interview promoting his latest publication in 2012, a 
collection of personal essays entitled Le Sanglot de l’homme noir, Alain Mabanckou 
returned the banter of his interlocutor, Yvan Amar, host of the literary radio program 
Danse des mots on Radio France Internationale. Amar, whose radio interviews often 
focus on authors considered a part of “la francophonie,” that is to say writers with origins 
outside metropolitan France, began by drawing attention to Mabanckou’s signature cap, a 
stylish casquette without which he is rarely seen in public. Members of the press 
frequently comment on his sartorial choices, often before addressing the content of his 
latest written work. Amar was no exception on this occasion, asking the Congolese 
author, “Ça [la casquette] vous sert de carte d’identité?” [“Your cap acts as your identity 
card?”].1 In his reply, Mabanckou rejected an image of himself as writer that would be 
reduced to his exterior signs without regard for his intellectual work, yet his tongue-in-
cheek manner allowed his critique of the interviewer and even of society in general to 
pass, soliciting a laugh from the public: “Je [ne] pense pas que mon identité se réduise à 
ma casquette. Si oui, il [n’]y aurait plus de sans-papiers sur la terre” [“I don’t think that 
my identity can be reduced to my cap. If that were possible, there would be no more 
undocumented migrants left on Earth”]. He somewhat enigmatically affirmed that it is 
rather his “zébrure” [“zebra stripe”], refusing to affirm a deeper significance for an 
                                                        
1 All translations are mine unless otherwise noted. 
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exterior sign without some connection to an internal essence, but still associating it with a 
flashy identifying mark. 2  
 This scene from the 2012 Paris Salon du Livre is an example of how today the 
author is seen as an individual, celebrity figure, and performs before his interested public. 
The seemingly light, comic exchange before the conversation on his book starts is as 
much a part of Mabanckou’s performance as the interview on his published collection of 
essays. The humor itself is even based on his choices in clothing as public persona, 
gesturing towards the importance of theatrical elements like costumes and props in 
framing the writer’s image. While this could be interpreted as a lack of literary respect 
towards Mabanckou, it at the very least speaks to the importance of having a physical 
presence on the literary stage. But, commonplace as it is today, it has not always been the 
case that the public expected to witness the author’s presence and performance, or 
required originality and creation. At the same time, the technology and media available to 
writers are clearly different now than even a few short decades ago. All of these factors 
have had an impact on how the public perceives writers, and how critics in the Western 
academy have considered the embodied author in relation to her body of work. 
 In addition to a European-based heritage of the novelist received by any author 
who works in European languages and forms, for contemporary authors from Africa other 
cultural ties along with the complexities of colonial history create a sort of a second 
heritage that influences their literary production and their personal presentation. In this 
                                                        
2  The zebra stripe may also remind readers of the anglophone response to Négritude, 
exemplified in Wole Soyinka’s oft-quoted comment that a tiger does not need to 
proclaim its tigritude. In other words, is it necessary to speak of one’s blackness? 
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chapter, I outline a brief historiography of the author figure in the French tradition, and 
detail the recent turn in contemporary literary studies in French to again critically 
examine the author in relation to his work. I then identify specific questions concerning 
writers from the African continent working within the context (both aesthetic and 
economic) of the Parisian publishing industry. Finally, I introduce the five main authors 
whom I examine more closely in the following chapters, to give an overview of their 
work in general, and also to explain how each of them, in their writing and in their public 
personae, is emblematic of certain trends in recent decades in literature in French. 
 
The birth and death of the author 
 The debate about the place of the author in literary studies is one that has spanned 
for centuries. If one goes back to the beginnings of what is considered literature written in 
French, medieval texts lack what the twenty-first century reader thinks of as an 
identifiable, individual author, at times causing frustration for the reader who is used to a 
name and photo on a book cover, and even having access to interviews and book 
signings. Works from the Middle Ages are often anonymous; when authorship is 
indicated, it is sometimes by almost generic names that may indicate geographic origins 
of the author but little else (Marie de France, for example). Even applying the expectation 
of author as (sole) creator is anachronistic. Today’s reader may see the borrowing, 
rewriting, and continuation common in texts like the cycle of Arthurian novels as a lack 
of originality. Whereas today’s authors are obligated to present original texts that are 
solely their own work, not only to please their readership but also for legal reasons, good 
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copying and imitation were rather the valued skills and talents of the day.  
 Though medieval literature poses specific questions for the reader of the twenty-
first century, it also points to an important transitional moment in the conception of the 
author in French. The use of the latin term auctor (author) also begins in that era to shift 
from its strictly religious sense, as in God the author (originator, creator) of the world, 
into a broader understanding that also encompasses people as authors (originators, 
creators) of written and creative works. Antoine Compagnon places in the thirteenth 
century the rise of this notion, “qui contraint à réviser les rapports de l'auteur divin et de 
l'auteur humain dans les textes sacrés” [that forces one to revise the relationships of the 
divine author and the human author in sacred texts]. This reevaluation also applies to 
secular texts and writers; the man as a person begins separate from the writer in a literary 
universe, as Compagnon continues to elaborate: 
Boccace, dans sa Vie de Dante […] distingue l'homme, avec ses défauts, et 
l'écrivain, l'auteur, avec ses qualités littéraires. Son génie d'écrivain est loué, 
tandis que les fautes de l'homme sont blâmées, comme son avidité de pouvoir 
et ses licences amoreuses. […] Les auctores deviennent des hommes, et la 
barrière tombe entre auteurs profanes et sacrés, voire entre anciens et 
modernes. 
[Boccacio, in his Life of Dante […] distinguishes the man, with all his faults, 
from the writer, the author, with his literary qualities. His writer’s genius is 
praised, while his human faults are criticized, as are his desire for power and 
his amorous permissiveness. […] The auctores become men, and the barrier 
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between profane and sacred writers, even between Ancients and Moderns, 
falls.] 
Compagnon insists on the distinction between the man and the writer, in effect making 
clear the barriers that separate these two iterations of the same figure, at the same time as 
he highlights the breaking down of barriers between sacred and profane, between 
Ancients and Moderns. But this separation is not complete, even today. While 
Boccaccio’s book on Dante from the fourteenth century may signal a reversal for the time 
in the sense that the author’s biography is as worthy of study as his literary production, it 
does not completely separate the person from the texts he produces. This allows for the 
examining of author biography, but it also creates a new “problem” in the readers’ 
understanding of a book: a frequent desire to read all of the (fictional) production of the 
author as some lens for understanding her biography; or vice versa, the need to learn the 
author’s biography in order to be able to “correctly” interpret her literary work.  
 Others place the beginnings of the modern idea of author in the 1500s. Stephen 
Dobranski points to the Renaissance as both the moment that the old patronage system 
begins its demise (24), and when the first contracts between writers and publishers are 
seen (30). Roger Chartier traces changes in the concept of “author” in part through the 
evolution of commonly used terms across time. Focusing on the seventeenth century, he 
notes that Furetière’s 1690 dictionary lists seven different definitions of “auteur” and it is 
only the sixth that is associated with literature (57). “Le mot n’est donc pas 
immédiatement investi par une signification littéraire, ses emplois premiers le situant 
dans le registre de la création naturelle, de l’invention matérielle, de l’enchaînement des 
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actions” (58) [The word is therefore not immediately vested with a literary connotation, 
its first uses situating it in the register of natural creation, material invention, and 
sequences of actions]. The contemporary understanding of “author” as automatically 
implying a specifically literary milieu is far from automatic in the seventeenth century. 
Additionally, author and writer were not interchangeable terms as they are commonly 
used today. Quoting Furetière’s dictionary again, Chartier points out the distinction 
between an author and a mere writer: “Auteur, en fait de Littérature, se dit de tous ceux 
qui ont mis en lumière quelque livre. Maintenant on ne le dit que de ceux qui en ont fait 
imprimer” (58) [Author, specifically of Literature, is said of all those who have brought 
to light some book. Now it is only said of those who have had one printed]. As Chartier 
clarifies, “L’auteur suppose la circulation imprimée des oeuvres” [Author assumes the 
printed circulation of works], while anyone who has written something can be called an 
écrivain (58). Auteur, therefore, has a sort of official authority behind it, and is said of 
one whose work is out in public circulation, as opposed to the mere dilettante écrivain, 
simply one who puts pen to paper in the private realm. While I chose not to distinguish 
between the two terms in my study of twentieth- and twenty-first century writers, in 
keeping with common usage today, this distinction between private and public writers 
will become important to the roles expected of individuals in this field, often determined 
by gender or ethnic origin. I will return to this in more detail later, but for now suffice to 
say that Chartier’s examination of Furetière shows that concerns about the tension 
between public and private roles for authors is not new. 
 Arnaud Bernadet draws several parallels between the evolution of the author 
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towards our contemporary concept and the rise of the individual or the subject in the 
early modern and modern eras. The idea of the author is “indissociable” from the rise of 
the philosophical idea of the subject and the corresponding dominance of reason and 
logic in the seventeenth century; the juridical definition of the author establishes itself in 
the eighteenth century, when the rights and obligations of writers and their publishers are 
codified (Bernadet 14).3 This evolution is, as Bernadet makes clear, interwoven with 
several complex social and economic aspects. The developments after the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries also include, in France, a dramatic political upheaval that, for 
authors and other artists, completely wiped out the previous system of patronage that 
sustained — and controlled — creative production: 
[…L]a question de l’auteur ne peut être non plus envisagée en dehors du 
statut social de l’écrivain. Du XVIe siècle au moins jusqu’au XXe siècle, 
la figure de l’auteur évolue au gré des techniques sociales de 
professionnalisation. Si l’idée de métier d’écrivain met du temps à 
s’imposer, l’évaluation économique de l’écriture conçue enfin comme un 
                                                        
3  Foucault also points to these legal developments at the end of the eighteenth and 
beginning of the nineteenth centuries as an important moment in the evolution of the 
author. Specifically he says that the author really begins to exist in this moment when 
an individual is able to be identified in relation to and held responsible for 
transgressive discourse. Thus, for Foucault, the author is defined in part by her ability 
to be punished by an institutional authority for dangerous speech: “Les textes, les 
livres, les discours ont commencé à avoir réellement des auteurs (autres que des 
personnages mythiques, autres que de grandes figures sacralisées et sacralisantes) dans 
la mesure où l’auteur pouvait être puni, c’est-à-dire dans la mesure où les discours 
pouvaient être transgressifs. Le discours, dans notre culture […] n’était pas, à 
l’origine, un produit, une chose, un bien; c’était essentiellement un acte — un acte qui 
était placé dans le champ bipolaire du sacré et du profane, du licite et de l’illicite, du 
religieux et du blasphématoire” (827). 
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travail connaît un sort similaire. Enfin, le statut de l’auteur dépend de 
l’engagement des dispositifs institutionnels, notamment l’essor des 
académies, organes de sanction ou de consécration symboliques, des 
rapports de dépendance et d’indépendance. On a pu ainsi insister à juste 
titre sur le rôle du mécénat et du patronage littéraires sous l’Ancien 
Régime, puis leur mutation ou leur abandon dans la société française 
post-révolutionnaire (15). 
[…T]he question of the author cannot be considered outside of the social 
status of the writer. From the sixteenth century until at least the twentieth 
century, the figure of the author evolves at the mercy of social techniques 
of professionalization. If the idea of writer as a profession takes time to 
establish itself, similarly so does the economic evaluation of writing 
conceived as a form of labor. Finally, the status of the writer depends on 
the engagement of institutional structures, notably the flourishing of the 
academies, organs of symbolic sanction or consecration, of relationships 
of dependance and independence. One could therefore rightly insist on 
the role of literary patronage under the Ancien Régime, as well as its 
mutation or abandonment in post-revolutionary French society.] 
Other, legal developments during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were critical 
to the establishment of the author as an individual with rights, and consequently as part of 
the development towards the modern figure we know today. Bernard Edelman, in Le 
sacre de l’auteur, claims that the term for and even the person of the author did not and 
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could not come about until the existence of droits d’auteur in France (and corresponding 
copyright laws in England). Edelman’s study primarily focuses on legal cases in the 
modern period that helped lay the groundwork for the system of bookshops and 
publishers in France that still exists today. He draws a parallel between John Locke’s new 
ideas about personal property, and the rise of the legal authority of the writer over his 
published work. These legal developments that begin to treat written work as intellectual 
property, along with the collapse of the Ancien Régime set the stage for major changes 
that would come in the following century. 
 In his 1992 book, Les Règles de l’art: Genèse et structure du champ littéraire, 
Pierre Bourdieu places the beginnings of the modern literary field in French, and thus the 
modern concept of the author, during the nineteenth century. Bourdieu sees this 
phenomenon as working in tandem with the rise of the writing profession, of the business 
of art (which was taking over from the system of patronage that previously existed), and 
of the press. In this new, more autonomous sphere there are also different rules for who 
the tastemakers are and who consecrates accepted artists. He goes on to say that,  
Cette réalité que désignent des mots d'usage ordinaire comme écrivain, 
artiste, intellectuel, les producteurs culturels […] ont travaillé à la 
produire, par des énonciations normatives, ou, mieux, performatives, 
comme celle-ci: sous apparence de dire ce qui est, ces descriptions visent 
à faire voir et à faire croire, à faire voir le monde social conformément 
aux croyances d'un groupe social qui a la particularité d'avoir un quasi-
monopole de la production de discours sur le monde social (99-100). 
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[The reality designated by words in ordinary usage — writer, artist, 
intellectual — has been made by cultural producers […] by normative 
statements, or better yet, by performative ones like this one. Under the 
guise of saying what is, these descriptions aim to make us see and make 
us believe, to make the social world be seen in conformity with the 
beliefs of a social group that has the singularity of having a quasi-
monopoly on the production of discourse about the social world (56).] 
This “reality” then of the literary field is one that is produced by the enunciations of the 
cultural actors within the field itself. This passage from Bourdieu calls attention not only 
to the performative aspect of the enunciations in the field — though they appear 
descriptive, terms like “writer” or “intellectual” are in fact calling those figures into 
being, not describing a pre-existing state of the individual to which they refer — but also 
to the field’s insularity.4 It is the “cultural producers” themselves who identify others to 
participate in their sphere; members of this field have practically a monopoly on what is 
said about it. The effect is something like an echo chamber of thoughts on intellectual and 
artistic production. I will say more about this in Chapter 3 in my discussion of preface-
writing and the implications of these acts of exchange between writers who assert their 
authority and use it to confirm others’. 
                                                        
4  Furthermore, the question arises, do contemporary authors exercise as much authority 
over their texts as in previous centuries? Donovan, Fjellestad, and Lundén in their 
introduction to Authority Matters: Rethinking the Theory and Practice of Authorship 
assert that authors’ sphere of influence has significantly declined since the nineteenth 
century, “The genius creates his or her own autonomous world hovering above the 
mundane and commands a certain influence on a limited cultural elite, but, from the 
point of view of society at large, has now lost much of the authority he or she ever 
had” (6). 
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 Precisely who are these players within the field of literary or artistic production? 
Bourdieu’s champ littéraire allows us to think about literature as a larger phenomenon 
with many different kinds of moving parts and mechanisms. Bourdieu’s field is a 
microcosm of the larger social space, one that has relative autonomy from that space, and 
this relative independence comes from the central law of that field, which structures it.5 
At the same time that this law “founds” the field, it also establishes a specific kind of 
capital that operates within that field. It is the unequal distribution of this capital that is 
unique to the field in question that creates its internal conflicts. The literary field then is 
not completely detached from the so-called “real world” but it remains somewhat 
autonomous and operates with its own logic of power and capital. It is made up of an 
entire system of actors and structures. Bourdieu observes that, “l'artiste qui fait l'oeuvre 
est lui-même fait, au sein du champ de production, par tout l'ensemble de ceux qui 
contribuent à le 'découvrir' et à le consacrer en tant qu'artiste 'connu' et reconnu – 
critiques, préfaciers, marchands, etc.” (280) [the artist who makes the work is himself 
made, at the core of the field of production, by the whole ensemble of those who help to 
‘discover’ him and to consecrate him as an artist who is ‘known’ and recognized — 
critics, writers of prefaces, dealers, etc.” (167)]. Artists are not creative geniuses working 
in isolation; rather, there is an entire cast of characters who contribute to their success, be 
it critical or economic. Without the consecration of the artist by others in positions of 
authority, the work and the person would not be available to the public and in circulation.  
                                                        
5 See Bourdieu, Pierre. La distinction. Paris, Editions de minuit, 1979. 
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 Recognizing the existence and importance of critics, preface-writers, and 
merchants in the production and circulation of a writer’s work raises the question of how 
this system chooses those who will be recognized and those who will not. If it is admitted 
that works and their creators do not naturally rise to fame without the assistance of a 
cadre of credentialed professionals, one begins to see potential for human prejudices for 
certain forms, genres, or even geographical origins of writers and texts. Bourdieu notes as 
much when pointing to the domination of authors from Paris and its suburbs in 
publications in French. Close to France’s political, economic, cultural, and specifically 
literary capital, these authors are rich in corresponding economic, cultural and social 
capital (Bourdieu 430-31). It is therefore easier for them to gain visibility within the field 
and to have their work recognized by those within the system. For writers who are not 
necessarily geographically outside Ile-de-France, but from outside of Franco-French 
culture or who do not identify as white, there is another hurdle to overcome in order to 
achieve publication. While Bourdieu rightly draws attention to the preference for the 
French publishing world to maintain the literary dominance of Paris and its close suburbs, 
he is likely not referring to those banlieues that are majority people of color, nor to 
certain neighborhoods or communities that are in Paris proper (like Calixthe Beyala’s 
Belleville, or Alain Mabanckou’s Château rouge, neighborhoods which are central in the 
setting of novels by these authors that I will discuss in later chapters). I argue later in this 
study that this is not always strictly speaking a disadvantage for the writers discussed 
here. Odile Cazenave has observed a return of a certain kind of exotic representation in 
African writers from more recent decades working from Paris in her 2005 book Afrique 
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sur Seine: A New Generation of African Writers in Paris. She observes a common thread 
of “otherness as a strategy without necessarily attempting to depict a social situation of 
extreme otherness, which would be synonymous with ghettoization” (151). For some 
writers, it may appear that their “other” or distant origins — though they may be 
classically French educated, have French nationality, and live in the center of the French-
speaking cultural and economic capital — can potentially be a strategic way of first 
breaking into, and then remaining visible in the field of French letters, though it is not or 
perhaps cannot be depicted in a way too distant from what might be considered 
mainstream to be strategically successful.  
 Bourdieu’s notion of field allows a more complex, nuanced understanding of the 
text that incorporates the author, along with a constellation of other outside-the-text 
aspects, and does not limit one’s interpretation to either one or the other: “La notion de 
champ permet de dépasser l'opposition entre lecture interne et analyse externe sans rien 
perdre des acquis et des exigences de ces deux approches, traditionnellement perçues 
comme inconciliables” (339) [The notion of field allows us to bypass the opposition 
between internal reading and external analysis without losing any of the benefits and 
exigencies of these two approaches which are traditionally perceived as irreconcilable 
(205)]. Bourdieu says that the idea of intertextuality is helpful here as a model in that 
texts can, and indeed must, be understood “relationally.” He then proposes:  
l'hypothèse (confirmée par l'analyse empirique) d'une homologie entre 
l'espace des oeuvres définies dans leur contenu proprement symbolique, 
et en particulier dans leur forme, et l'espace des positions dans le champ 
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de production: par exemple, le vers libre se définit contre l'alexandrin et 
tout ce qu'il implique esthétiquement, mais aussi socialement et même 
politiquement; en effet, du fait du jeu des homologies entre le champ 
littéraire et le champ du pouvoir ou le champ social dans son ensemble, 
la plupart des stratégies littéraires sont surdéterminées et nombre des 
'choix' sont des coups doubles, à la fois esthétiques et politiques, internes 
et externes (339, italics original). 
[the hypothesis (confirmed by empirical analysis) of a homology 
between the space of works defined by their form, and the space of 
positions in the field of production. For example, free verse defines itself 
against the alexandrine and everything it implies aesthetically, but also 
socially and even politically. In effect, the interplay of homologies 
between the literary field and the field of power or the social field in its 
entirety means that most literary strategies are overdetermined and a 
number of ‘choices’ hit two targets at once, aesthetic and political, 
internal and external (205, italics original)]. 
He correctly shows that there is a link between the form and content of a work and the 
author’s position in the literary field. Without asserting a causal relationship in either 
direction, it is clear that artists are already at the very least making a statement with the 
content and genre/form of expression that they choose. Bourdieu’s example of the 
alexandrine, the most classic verse in French, once thought “perfect,” versus free verse, 
without any strict syllable and rhyme demands, are already choices made on the part of 
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the poet for or against a certain kind of literary establishment. In a similar way, choices 
about genre or content can place an author within a generation or against another. For 
example, Léonora Miano’s novels set in Paris about “Afropean” characters, and even her 
use of that term, are in themselves political and social statements that assert a new 
identity not just for herself but also for the people she is writing about: people of African 
descent who also feel themselves at home in Europe. She asserts an identity for blacks in 
France that is not limited to labels such as “immigrant” or “African.” This is a perfect 
example of Bourdieu’s “coup double,” choices that operate within the frame of the novel 
itself, but also that operate outside of the bounds of a novel like Miano’s novels set in 
Paris focusing on characters of African descent, like Tels les astres éteints (2008) and 
Blues pour Elise (2010). These choices are overdetermined because they come from more 
than one place, both the aesthetic and the political drive of the originator of the project, 
and because they function (on their own and on the author) both inside and outside the 
text. 
 
For and Against Author Biography  
 Bourdieu analyzes the nineteenth century with the eyes of a twentieth-century 
sociologist. But contemporaries of those figures he saw as so central to the formation of 
the modern literary field were developing other ways of putting authors in relation to 
their work. Though Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve was an important critic and writer in 
his time in the mid-nineteenth century, known for criticism like Les causeries du lundi, as 
well as his own poetry and novels, scholars from the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries 
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generally only recognize him in passing as someone whose methods one should be 
against, as Proust’s Contre Sainte-Beuve commands us. Christopher Prendergast, among 
a cohort of contemporary scholars trying to rehabilitate Sainte-Beuve, describes Proust’s 
essay as “a sort of anti-Beuvian catechism” and even for those like himself who are for 
him, it is “the obligatory first port of call for all recent commentary” on Sainte-Beuve, 
and Proust’s criticisms must be addressed (2). Sainte-Beuve’s biographical method was 
an “insistence on explaining the work by reference to the man” (2). Here is Sainte-
Beuve’s method, as quoted by Proust: 
La littérature, disait Sainte-Beuve, n’est pas pour moi distincte ou du 
moins séparable du reste de l’homme et de l’organisation… On ne saurait 
s’y prendre de trop de façons et par trop de bouts pour connaître un 
homme c’est-à-dire autre chose qu’un pur esprit. Tant qu’on ne s’est pas 
adressé sur un auteur un certain nombre de questions et qu’on n’y a pas 
répondu, ne fût-ce que pour soi seul et tout bas, on n’est pas sûr de le tenir 
tout entier, quand même ces questions semblerait les plus étrangères à la 
nature de ses écrits: Que pensait-il en religion? Comment était-il affecté du 
spectacle de la nature? Comment se comportait-il sur l’article femmes, 
argent? Était-il riche, pauvre; quel était son régime, sa manière de vivre 
journalière? Quel était son vice ou son faible? Aucune des réponses à ces 
questions n’est indifférente pour juger l’auteur d’un livre et le livre lui-
même, si ce livre n’est pas un traité de géométrie pure, si c’est surtout un 
ouvrage littéraire, c’est-à-dire où il entre de tout, etc. (221).  
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[Literature, according to Sainte-Beuve, is not distinct or at least able to be 
separated from the rest of the man or the organization… There are but too 
may ways to handle how to go about getting to know a man, that is to say 
something other than a pure spirit. As long as one has not addressed a 
certain number of questions to an author and had them answered, if only 
quietly and for one’s self, one cannot be sure of completely grasping him, 
even when the questions would seem most strange in relation to the nature 
of his writing: What did he think about religion? How did he react to the 
spectacle of nature? How did he behave around women, money? Was he 
rich, poor? What was his diet, his daily manner of living? What was his 
vice or his weakness? None of the responses to these questions is 
indifferent for judging the author of a book and the book itself, provided 
the book is not a treatise on geometry, but if it is above all for a literary 
work, that is to say where one discusses a bit of everything.] 
A snapshot of Sainte-Beuve’s approach is seen here, along with a sampling of questions 
one might ask an author in order to understand his life, and therefore his literary work. 
These questions are necessary to have, to borrow Sainte-Beuve’s terminology, a complete 
grasp of him, which is to say his written work. The person of the author here is a 
metonymy for the collection of written work she has produced, yet at the same time the 
person of the author provides a sort of key to understanding the deeper meaning of the 
text; the author both stands in for and unlocks the body of written work. Though written 
in the nineteenth century, these examples of questions are not entirely unfamiliar to the 
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popular reader today who follows her favorite writers in radio and television interviews 
or through social media. These questions are not terribly dissimilar to those asked by a 
literary journalist in an author interview in the twenty-first century, about the author’s 
clothing choices and sense of identity (to recall Amar’s interview of Mabanckou with 
which this chapter opened), for example, in hopes of uncovering a deeper understanding 
of the written work that is also the subject of the interview. 
 Proust, however, writing at the turn of the twentieth century, completely dismisses 
this method for literary interpretation and understanding, claiming that the person who 
happens to be the author of a text is in fact different from the self that writes. Proust 
effectively separates the writer from the “man of the world,” clearly defining two selves: 
“le moi qui connaît les autres [et] le moi qui produit les oeuvres” (Maingeneau 15) [the 
self that knows others [and] the self that produces works]. Biographical knowledge of the 
author can therefore give no insight into the work or help in its interpretation, since it is a 
different self that writes, not the self that functions in the world, and even the social self 
that “knows others.”  
 It is no coincidence that Proust’s essay, re-published posthumously in 1954, 
became popular among scholars working in New Criticism. As Dominique Maingeneau 
observes, it easily fell in line with New Criticism’s approaches to the study of literature 
“…parce qu’il [le texte de Proust] porte l’attaque au coeur de l’appareil de l’histoire 
littéraire (‘l’homme’, ‘l’oeuvre’ et ‘le milieu’) et, par sa conception du ‘style’, valide une 
‘critique thématique’ qui contraste fortement avec la stylistique dominante dans l’appareil 
scolaire, qui, à la différence de la tradition germanique, privilégie l’approche 
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grammaticale, au sens large” (Maingeneau 26-27) […because Proust’s text strikes at the 
heart of the apparatus of literary history (‘the man’, ‘the work’ and ‘the milieu’) and, 
through its understanding of ‘style’, validates a ‘thematic critique’ that is in strong 
contrast with the dominant stylistics in scholarly institutions, which, differentiating itself 
from the Germanic tradition, privileges the grammatical approach in a larger sense]. It is 
easy to see that this essay by Proust, rediscovered at the same literary moment as the turn 
to formalism and structuralism, in part leads to Roland Barthes’ essay more than a decade 
later declaring the author to be dead. 
 Barthes’ 1968 essay puts forth several ideas that were essential to post-
structuralist thought. He begins by tearing down the idea that it is possible to know the 
author’s intention in any work, since writing is a “neuter,” “composite” space, “où vient 
se perdre toute identité, à commencer par celle-là même du corps qui écrit” (61) [where 
all identity is lost, beginning with the very identity of the body that writes] (49). Author 
intention cannot be a source of deeper knowledge about the written work the way Sainte-
Beuve conceived, since author identity itself is lost in the act of writing. When the author 
as person is removed and leaves space for this neutral act of writing, simultaneously 
space is left to the reader, who becomes the agent of meaning-making for the text (62). 
This realignment, or “éloignement” [distancing] of the author “transforme de fond en 
comble le texte moderne” (64) [utterly transforms the modern text] (51-52).6 There is also 
a temporal shift that occurs in this transformation: the author does not precede or preexist 
                                                        
6  Peggy Kamuf would disagree with this, saying that Barthes merely exchanges the 
tyranny of the Author for that of the reader. See Signature Pieces: On the Institution of 
Authorship. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988. p. 10. Print. 
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his text — he does not give life to the text as in a parent-offspring relationship. Rather, 
“le scripteur moderne naît en même temps que son texte […] il n’y a d’autre temps que 
celui de l’énonciation, et tout texte est écrit éternellement ici et maintenant” (64, italics 
original) [the modern scriptor is born at the same time as his text […] there is no time 
other than that of the speech-act, and every text is written eternally here and now (52, 
italics original)].   
 After stripping the author of his previous authority over the meaning of his text, 
Barthes goes even further. The author is not the (sole) creator of meaning, and actually he 
is not the sole creator, period. A text is the product of many sources, “un espace à 
dimensions multiples, où se marient et se contestent des écritures variées, dont aucune 
n’est originelle: le texte est un tissu de citations, issues des mille foyers de la culture. 
[…L’]écrivain ne peut qu’imiter un geste toujours antérieur, jamais original” (65) [a 
multi-dimensional space in which are married and contested several writings, none of 
which is original: the text is a fabric of quotations, resulting from a thousand sources of 
culture. […T]he writer can only imitate an ever anterior, never original gesture (53)]. 
Barthes in effect strips the designation “Author” of the god-like power of creator that it 
inherited at the end of the Middle Ages. Once again, the writer is considered incapable of 
creating something new out of nothing. Originality is impossible; all literature is 
quotation, from a myriad of cultural sources. 
 Contemporary writers like Ananda Devi have reflected on the influence of others 
on their writing, and indeed this idea that all is copying, sampling, borrowing. As she 
reflects in Les Hommes qui me parlent (2011),  
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Un fil, une nasse, une longue histoire. Tous les écrivains plongent dans 
ce même océan d'histoires, dit Salman Rushdie. Tous au bord du plagiat. 
Il ne s'agit pas de copie mais de résonances. Ce ne sont pas les mots. 
C'est la musique du texte. Des rythmes nous demeurent et se transcrivent 
en mots. Les relisant, on a l'impression d'avoir puisé dans un original qui 
n'est pas le nôtre. Mais toute poésie est question de mélodie et de rythme. 
Toute musique s'abreuve d'autres musiques. Une grande histoire de bruit 
et de fureur, n'est-ce pas, Faulkner? Ces mots, tu les as empruntés à 
Shakespeare. Degrés de séparation. On en revient à la Bible, au 
Mahabharata. Pour les hindous, le cycle est éternel. Rien n'est nouveau. 
Tout est renouvelé (105-06). 
[A thread, a net, a long story. All writers dive into this same ocean of 
stories, says Salman Rushdie. All of them on the edge of plagiarism. It is 
not a question of copies but of resonances. They are not words. It’s the 
music of the text. Rhythms dwell in us and transcribe themselves into 
words. Upon rereading them, we have the impression of having tapped 
into an original that is not our own. But all poetry is a question of melody 
and rhythm. All music is nourished by other musics. A great story of 
sound and fury, isn’t that right, Faulkner? These words, you borrowed 
them from Shakespeare. Degrees of separation. One comes back to the 
Bible, to the Mahabharata. For Hindus, the cycle is eternal. Nothing is 
new. Everything is renewed.] 
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While Barthes’ essay is now over four decades old, this question of originality versus 
influence for predecessors is still one that many authors grapple with.7  
 How then can any written work, if it is nothing more than a collection of scraps 
from other works as Devi remarks of her own writing, have any coherence or meaning? 
Barthes invests the reader with this power, again making this the agent of all meaning-
making: “[I]l y a un lieu où cette multiplicité se rassemble, et ce lieu […] c’est le lecteur: 
le lecteur est l’espace même où s’inscrivent, sans qu’aucune ne se perde, toutes les 
citations dont est faite une écriture; l’unité d’un texte n’est pas dans son origine, mais 
dans sa destination” (66) [T]here is a site where this multiplicity is collected, and this site 
is […] the reader: the reader is the very space in which are inscribed, without any of them 
being lost, all the citations out of which a writing is made; the unity of a text is not in its 
origin but in its destination (54)]. Again, the “originator,” the “god” of the text is reduced 
to being irrelevant, if not completely erased. There is no place for an embodied person 
with ownership over a work in this paradigm of interpretation. Though Barthes seems to 
declare that literature will now move away from this sort of cult of the Author this has 
not happened — certainly not in mainstream publishing and literature with popular 
authors becoming ever more accessible celebrity figures to their public, and, I argue, 
barely in the case of the Academy, either. Though scholars often cite the pithy title 
Barthes gave to his essay, they continue to organize their work around authors, 
                                                        
7  Another, more controversial, example of this question in contemporary francophone 
literature can be seen in the several accusations of plagiarism aimed against Calixthe 
Beyala in the 1990s. I explore this in more detail in Chapter 2. 
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classifying specializations or courses around the life and work of one or another 
canonical writer. 
 When considering literature written by Africans, as Taiye Selasi observes in her 
address at the 2013 Internationales literaturfestival in Berlin, these same authorial 
classifications carry great importance, and become highly fraught at the same time. 
Despite the assertion by the academy, creative production is indeed organized around 
authors, and in turn reveal ideologies about authenticity, claims to culture and belonging, 
and how societies think about self and Other. Says Selasi, 
The classification of writing and writers is never as benign as it seems. 
[…]By calling [Samuel] Beckett and [Émile] Zola French, but [Azouz] 
Begag and [Léopold Sédar] Senghor Francophone, we re-invent the 
boundaries of authentic French-ness, defending the borders of France. […] 
Just so, to call me an African novelist is first to invent some monolithic 
Africa, and second to restrict me—my characters, their color— from 
overstepping its bounds. We imply that I have something important in 
common with all other African authors, who, together with me, produce 
African literature. The question is: what might that be? (3-4). 
Selasi points to the reality that African authors, and therefore their works, are in fact 
classified still by factors that point to their embodied selves. It is true that to a degree the 
meaning-making in this sense is coming from the readers as Barthes asserts – Selasi 
herself is clear that she does not define herself as an “African author,” and the title to her 
talk provokes: “African Literature Doesn’t Exist” – in the sense that these are labels 
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thrust upon them. Yet is clear that these labels originate in perceptions of a single, 
originating person behind the work. 
 A year later, Michel Foucault’s response to Barthes appeared. While Barthes says 
that “écriture” is the neutral space that replaces “author,” Foucault claims that it is this 
very idea of “écriture” that in fact keeps the author alive: “avec subtilité, elle preserve 
encore l’existence de l’auteur,” 823 [“subtly preserving the author’s existence,”144]. It is 
a transposition, “dans un anonymat transcendental” (823) [“in a transcendental 
anonymousness,” 144] of the author. According to Foucault, Barthes is therefore not 
really proposing a new idea to replace that of the author, he is simply using different 
language to describe the same concept: the originating agent behind the text (823).  
 In everyday speech, we use the author’s name as shorthand for this originating 
agent. An author’s name is a proper name, and as such, it is more like a description 
according to Foucault — “Aristotle” is not used to talk about an individual but it is rather 
a descriptive to designate the author of his collected texts (824). More than this, the name 
serves a classifying, organizing function, putting different works in relation to one 
another (826). This is how Foucault establishes that something called the author as a 
function does indeed exist, and it is essentially another way to name the speaking subject. 
While Foucault tempers Barthes’ proposition with his theorizing of the author function, 
he still leaves the author in a kind of disembodied state, a voice ambiguously speaking 
without history or biography. My objection to this is mainly rooted in the fact that names, 
even or especially those assigned to a collection of written works, are not read in a 
neutral way, and cannot be. Foucault’s classification or organization function does not 
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only happen to and among texts, it also occurs in relation to other cultural elements and 
historical events, often those related to the author’s embodied person.  
 Writers (and their works) are organized based on the writer’s physical self, 
especially for writers from Africa and the diaspora working in French. Spending a few 
minutes in a mainstream bookshop in Paris makes some of these systems of classification 
clear. Aside from the usual divisions of the store into history, literature, and other 
sections, within literature in French, shelves are organized by author origins, with labels 
such as littérature maghrébine and littérature subsaharienne. A potential customer 
looking for Haitian-born writer Dany Laferrière, now based in Montreal, is left 
wondering where best to look for his latest publication (littérature américaine? 
québécoise?) before finally coming across the title under littérature créole, along with 
other Caribbean writers like Patrick Chamoiseau — all of whom, though perhaps 
influenced by the creoles spoken on their respective home islands as in Chamoiseau’s 
Texaco (1992), still rely on classic French. Categories like these are based more on the 
metropole’s construction of an identity of the author as a person, based on a perceived 
common culture and history among black authors in the Caribbean. And while 
Chamoiseau and Laferrière’s works could create compelling comparisons and contrasts, 
the received history of a French citizen from Martinique and a political refugee from the 
second oldest republic in the Western Hemisphere certainly mark them as more than 
simply “creole” authors, a term that erases possibilities for diversity of history and culture 
among the islands.  
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 This example from a visit in 2013 to the Gibert Jeune bookstore on Boulevard 
Saint-Denis in Paris’s second arrondissement may represent an extreme example of this 
hyper-categorization of author origins, but generally speaking this trend is slow to 
change. It is interesting to note that while the brick and mortar shops retain these 
differentiating categories, Gibert Jeune’s online store is much more general, dividing 
browsing tabs into “littérature française,” referring to any novel originally written in 
French, no matter the author’s origin, and “littérature étrangère,” which includes 
translations into French from other languages. The website of national bookstore chain 
FNAC also uses this more streamlined mechanism for browsing titles, generally dividing 
novels into “romans francophones,” and “romans étrangers.”8 
 As Roger Chartier asserts, Structuralism and New Criticism in general — and by 
extension this way of studying the relationship of author and text — are “dangereusement 
éloigné[s] de toute compréhension historique des oeuvres” (10) [dangerously far from 
any historical comprehension of works]. In other words, Chartier reminds us that 
something is lost when history is not taken into account, when works are separated from 
their context. I extend this understanding of context to include the embodied writer of the 
text. Foucault’s essay still divides the author into different iterations of the self and 
                                                        
8  A notable foreign language bookstore in the United States, Schoenhof’s in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, follows a similar pattern in differences in organization of its online 
shop and physical store in Harvard Square. Online browsing functions for books in 
French are simply divided into fiction and nonfiction. In the brick and mortar shop, 
however, more distinctions are made, perhaps influenced by its close ties to the U.S. 
university system (both geographically and in terms of its dependence on students and 
faculty across the country for sales). Categories on the store’s fiction shelves include 
“General French Literature,” including most of the classics, followed by shelves just 
for “Contemporary Literature,” “Francophone Literature” (made up of African, 
Caribbean, and Indian Ocean writers), and a separate shelf for authors from Quebec. 
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implies that these selves (the embodied person, and the supposedly neutral author 
function) do not communicate or intermingle. While I do not deny that there are different 
facets of the self that come to light under different circumstances, I am skeptical that such 
clear divisions can be drawn between the different functions a person, who happens to be 
a writer, serves or roles that person plays. The public self and the self who writes are 
inextricably linked, and both are in view when read by scholars and by the general public. 
Recognizing the impossibility of this separation leads us to a more recent trend in 
scholarship in French, away from Barthes’ dead author and Foucault’s insistence on its 
function.9 What is more, as Ruth Amossy observes, the “death of the author” was in 
reality a phenomenon that only touched the ivory tower, and readership at large was not 
concerned with this disassociation of person and text: “[L]es interdits [d’étudier l’auteur] 
de la recherche savante n’ont jamais empêché le foisonnement des discours sur l’auteur 
dans la sphère publique. Une production abondante est restée et reste consacrée à la mise 
en scène des personnages d’auteur à l’intention du public intéressé à mieux connaître un 
écrivain célèbre ou à se familiariser avec quelque romancier érigé en vedette” (2) [T]he 
prohibition [on studying the author] in scholarly research never prevented the 
proliferation of discussions about the author in the public sphere. Much production 
remained and remains today dedicated to the staging of authors’ personalities intended 
for the interested public to better know a famous writer or to become familiar with some 
star novelist]. 
                                                        
9  For more on the contrasts and similarities between Barthes and Foucault, see Jeremy 
Hawthorn. “Authority and the Death of the Author.” Stephen Donovan, Danuta 
Fjellestad, Rolf Lundén, eds. Authority Matters: Rethinking the Theory and Practice 
of Authorship. Amsterdam & NY, Rodopi, 2008. 65-88. Print. 
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The author’s rebirth? Sociology of the author and posture de l’écrivain 
 
 Niels Buch-Jepsen, like Foucault, asserts that the name of the author is simply 
what allows us to group texts together (61). But in his article he only addresses authors 
from the past, who are no longer alive on the media stage that exists today, like 
Foucault’s almost clichéd example of Shakespeare in his discussion of the author 
function.  Does this assertion that author designation only serves to group works together 
hold up when the conversation turns to living, breathing actors in the field, whose extra-
textual acts are still evolving and being created and re-created all the time? Recently, 
scholarship in French has taken up this question in relation to contemporary writers, 
opening up the newer fields of sociology of the author and examining the posture de 
l’écrivain, especially in media. 
 In his 2007 book, Postures littéraires, Jérôme Meizoz sketches out a definition of 
“posture.” Meizoz prefers to adopt a term borrowed from Alain Viala, the ethos, which 
includes both “la dimension rhétorique (textuelle) et actionnelle (contextuelle)” (17) [the 
rhetorical (textual) and actional (contenxtual) dimension]. Meizoz rightly incorporates 
both the text and the context in his analysis of the posturing of the writer. In literary 
studies, for obvious reasons, the written text is the privileged site of study as the rarefied 
speech act publicly offered for reading, consumption, and analysis, but the context, the 
“actional” dimension, is still in fact “read” by the public and influences the reading of the 
written work. 
 Meizoz also makes a crucial observation regarding the almost additional identity 
that a position in the literary field entails:  
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La “posture” est la manière singulière d'occuper une “position” dans le 
champ littéraire. Connaissant celle-ci, on peut décrire comment une 
“posture” la rejoue ou la déjoue. Qui fait imprimer un ouvrage (un 
disque, une gravure, etc.) impose une image de soi qui dépasse les 
coordonnées d'identité du citoyen: par exemple par le biais du 
pseudonyme […] Si fréquent dans tous les arts, le pseudonyme n'est pas 
seulement une précaution contre la censure, ou une manière de susciter la 
curiosité par le mystère. Certes, tous ces usages ont cours, mais on peut 
le lire aussi comme un indicateur de posture. Il permet de marquer une 
nouvelle identité énonciative, de la distinguer de celle donnée par l'état 
civil. Au fond, le pseudonyme fait de l'auteur un énonciateur fictif, un 
personnage à part entière […] (18). 
[The “posture” is the singular manner in which one occupies a “position” 
in the literary field. Knowing this position, one can describe how a 
“posture” replays or de-plays it. Whoever has a work printed (an album, 
en engraving, etc.) imposes an image of the self that goes beyond the 
coordinates of the citizen’s identity: for example through a pseudonym 
[…] Frequently found in all art forms, pseudonyms are not only a 
precaution against censorship, or a manner of provoking curiosity 
through mystery. Certainly, all of these uses have their place, but it can 
also be read as an indicator of a posture. It allows one to mark a new 
enunciative identity, different from one’s civil status. Essentially, the 
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pseudonym turns the author into a fictitious enunciator, a character in its 
own right […] 
Indeed, the act of creating a pen name or pseudonym creates a new character, just as 
fictitious as the characters in the novel or play created by the writer in question. This 
identity is distinguished from the day-to-day civil identity in legal papers and the like. 
This is quite obvious when we speak of a pseudonym: the author (singer, actor...) has 
invented a completely new sign (name) to stand in for herself in the public sphere. I argue 
however that this phenomenon does not solely apply to artists using purely invented 
names. The identifying sign of an author's name on a book cover for example is already a 
highly rarefied version of that individual's identity. Not only is it confined to a more or 
less limited professional or artistic area it is already constructed in a very pointed way as 
a literary figure. A name on a book cover is already one point in a constellation of 
identifying factors that construct an image of not only the book but the author behind it: 
obvious descriptors such as short author biographies that highlight particularly literary-
minded attributes of the author but perhaps downplay (or celebrate) other professions, 
previous literary prizes or recognition the author has received, even factors such as the 
cover art that may or may not associate the text and therefore the author with a certain 
geographical area or cultural heritage.10 Thus, even without the obvious cover of a nom 
de plume, the author is already proclaiming a fictitious “enunciative identity,” to borrow 
Meizoz’s term. At the same time, the author is not the only stakeholder in this act of 
                                                        
10  For an analysis of the importance of book covers and other marketing factors in fiction 
by francophone writers, see: Veldwachter, Nadège. Littérature francophone et 
mondialisation. Paris: Karthala, 2012. Print. 
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proclaiming: editors, publishers, and many layers of marketing and publicity temper this 
figure already present in the name on a published text. 
 This identity is closely bound up with performance. First, as in the above 
quotation, Meizoz rightly borrows vocabulary of “play” when describing the “how” of 
literary posturing (“on peut décrire comment une 'posture' la rejoue ou déjoue”). 
Furthermore, the prefixes “re-” and “de-” recall the ideas of reiteration so important to 
Judith Butler's theory of performativity. It is the repetition, the re-playing, of certain 
forms or types that calls into being the identity of the individual. Foucault discusses the 
temporal aspects of the author function, noting that the author and the text are both 
created in the moment of enunciation, that one does not precede the other. But his 
concept of citationality also points to these reiterations that are key to the understanding 
of performance: all performance of identity is based on taking up other roles already 
established in the repertoire, in a similar way that Foucault views all literature as 
quotation from other cultural sources.  
 I borrow this terminology from Diana Taylor’s 2003 The Archive and the 
Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas. Contrasted with written, 
institutionalized forms of knowledge production and transmission that characterize the 
archive, Taylor explains that 
The repertoire, on the other hand, enacts embodied memory: performances, 
gestures, orality, movement, dance, singing — in short, all those acts usually 
thought of as ephemeral, non reproducible knowledge. Repertoire, 
etymologically ‘a treasury, an inventory,’ also allows for individual agency, 
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referring also to ‘the finder, discoverer,’ and meaning ‘to find out.’ The 
repertoire requires presence: people participate in the production and 
reproduction of knowledge by ‘being there,’ being a part of the transmission. 
As opposed to the supposedly stable objects in the archive, the actions that are 
the repertoire do not remain the same. The repertoire both keeps and performs 
choreographies of meaning (20). 
The repertoire pushes further the idea of citationality in part by creating space for the 
agency of the individual actor. While the repertoire may at first seem like a restrictive 
concept – and indeed I will examine below some of the specific aspects of the repertoire 
for African writers that can be limiting and problematic – by encompassing embodiment, 
orality, participation, and presence it actually allows us to consider the paradox of a 
performance sequence having a changeable nature, while also being understood as having 
a continuity of meaning through time. Taylor raises the example of dance, stating, 
“Dances change over time, even though generations of dancers (and even individual 
dancers) swear they’re always the same. But even though the embodiment changes, the 
meaning might very well remain the same” (20). At the same time, I identify resonances 
in the word “repertoire” with the compulsory material that performing arts students must 
master before moving on to more advanced stages of their careers in music or dance. The 
“classics” of one’s instrument or genre of dance must be learned as a preparatory step 
toward becoming an accomplished artist in one’s own right. Similar forces are at work in 
literature, and conceptualizing the writer’s acts as a response to/within an established, 
embodied record of roles allows us to identify what may be new about these acts as 
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performances within a longer tradition. 
 These performances are more than just a supplemental element to the published 
literature produced by these actors. As Olivia Rosenthal and Lionel Ruffel affirm in their 
2010 introduction to a special issue of the journal Littérature, the aesthetic project of 
contemporary writers is not separate from their social existence. Two aspects are at work 
at the same time: “[des] phénomènes esthétiques (la littérature performative ou 
numérique par exemple) et des phénomènes sociaux (l’exposition du corps de l’auteur, 
plus seulement sur scène mais durant les résidences ou derrière une table pour signature, 
pour une lecture, dans ces multiple festivals littéraires qui foisonnent aujourd’hui dans le 
monde)” (5) [aesthetic phenomena (performative or digital literature for example) and 
social phenomena (exposition of the body of the author, no longer only on stage but 
during residences or behind a table for book signings, for a reading, in the multiple 
literary festivals that abound in the world today]. There is a great deal of what I would 
call literary activity that is taking place “hors-livre” (“outside-the-book”) in the 
contemporary field, and the artists are the ones implicating themselves in these different 
domains; this is where contemporary literature “se pratique et s’expose” (Rosenthal and 
Ruffel 5) [is practiced and is exposed/exhibited].  
 The elements of practice and exposition/exhibition are important here. Using a 
term like practice de-emphasizes the idea of literature as a stable thing, a finished 
product. Expanding our understanding of literature outside of the printed text allows us to 
see the varied practices that not only add to a printed support — a reading or discussion 
with the author around his latest publication which might clarify a point readers were 
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curious about for example — but in fact contribute to its continuous evolution; it is the 
“doing” of literature, as much as producing a bound, printed novel is. The exposition of 
literature goes hand in hand with this. I interpret this to mean not only the putting on 
display of authors in the public scene, but the exposure of literature as process itself. 
Putting literature on exhibit/exposing it — and the “it” encompassing much more than the 
physical, symbolic object of the book, but including the field, the embodied author, etc. 
— allows for more than a simple impression of “behind the scenes” of an author’s life or 
writing process, as one might try to see in a writing workshop or a residency. It also does 
more than expose the inner workings of the publishing industry — in fact it might 
contribute to its being obscure in the sense that the performance, the theatricality of 
events like these do not show the process of selection or the prejudices that happen before 
the text and writer get to that point. Literature “exposing itself” rather turns this classic 
aesthetic form into a new one, with embodied authors in the starring roles. Bourdieu 
made clear the relation between choices of form and genre and the author’s relative 
position in the field. In a similar way, Rosenthal and Ruffel observe that the writer’s 
aesthetic project is fused with her social condition of increased visibility (10). The two 
sides are in dialogue with each other; as readers, therefore, it would be reductive to 
exclude one side or the other. For the contemporary writer, both of these elements are a 
part of the total practice (as opposed to some final end result), their aesthetic project, 
which is multidimensional. 
 To return to the writer’s posturing as performance, Meizoz makes explicit the 
connection to the domain of theater in stating, “On pourrait aussi convoquer la notion 
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latine de persona désignant le masque, au théâtre, qui institue toute à la fois une voix et 
son contexte d'intelligibilité. Sur la scène d'énonciation de la littérature, l'auteur ne peut 
se présenter et s'exprimer que muni de sa persona, sa posture” (19) [One could also 
invoke the Latin notion of persona designating the mask, in theater, which establishes at 
the same time a voice and its context of intelligibility. On the literary stage of 
enunciation, the author can present himself and express himself only if equipped with his 
persona, his posture]. As with pseudonyms, the author is already projecting a certain 
mask to the public. Producing literature already implies being on a certain kind of stage, 
where acts imply specific signification in a way they do not in other contexts. Being an 
author is already in many ways a performative act, even before any question of public 
appearances or publicity enters into the discussion. “Being” author implies an 
accomplished discursive act; doing so makes one's identity so. 
 Meizoz continues by noting certain shifts in the more recent generation of French 
writers, who follow as he terms it “la posture 'Houellebecq'”: “toute une jeune génération 
d'écrivains nés dans l'ère de la culture de masse (Angot, Beigbeder, Nothomb, Donner, 
Despentes ou Houellebecq), assument désormais pleinement la mise en scène publique de 
l'auteur à travers les fréquentes polémiques portant sur leur personne et leurs écrits” (19) 
[an entire young generation of writers born in the era of mass culture (Angot, Beigbeder, 
Nothomb, Donner, Despentes or Houellebecq), fully accept from now on the public 
staging of the author through the frequent controversies surrounding their person and 
their writing]. Unavoidably shaped by the demands of a public image, this staging — and 
its attendant controversies — just is a part of being an author today. “C'est la 'plateforme 
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programmatique' du narrateur Michel dans Plateforme (2001) […] ces auteurs surjouent 
la médiatisation de leur personne et l'incluent à l'espace de l'oeuvre: leurs écrits et la 
posture qui les fait connaître se donnent solidairement comme une seule performance” 
(20, italics original) [It’s the ‘programmatic platform’ of the narrator Michel in 
Plateforme (2001) […] these authors overplay the media coverage of their person and 
include this in the space of the work: their writing and the posture that makes them 
known play in solidarity as one sole performance”]. The example of Michel 
Houellebecq's Plateforme is emblematic of the fusion of the aesthetic and the social that 
Rosenthal and Ruffel identify, not only because of the double of the writer/narrator 
through use of the same first name (Michel) but also his engagement in the cultural 
sphere in Paris and France as a professional (the fictitious Michel works for the French 
Ministry of Culture). Meizoz implies that it is not only normal for this latest generation of 
contemporary writers to engage in other forms of media alongside their work as authors 
and also within it, but it almost goes without saying that they would engage in dialogue 
with this public “platform” through their novels, as well.11  
 If the writers of Houellebecq's generation are at home with addressing their public 
persona in their writing, what does the up-and-coming generation do with the even newer 
forms of media and public interaction available to literary figures through new digital 
cultures? Furthermore, if Meizoz has assembled a rather Franco- and Parisian-centric 
                                                        
11  Houellebecq takes this dialogue with is persona to another level with the film 
L’enlèvement de Michel Houelelbecq [The Kidnapping of Michel Houellebecq] 
(2014), a sort of mockumentary of an event that was at first, in 2011, reported in 
various news outlets as a real kidnapping. 
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collection of writers12 to represent the current contemporary generation, what nuances 
can be seen when looking at literatures that are traditionally considered more peripheral 
to the standard Parisian publishing scene? Do writers from Africa engage with their 
public persona in different ways? 
 
The Repertoire for Francophone African Writers 
 If contemporary criticism in French has made room to re-incorporate the study of 
Franco-French authors into the study of literature through the sociology of the author, 
“francophone” writers have not yet been allowed this same treatment.13 Writers from sub-
Saharan Africa working in French also have multiple received heritages: a linguistic and 
literary one from the classic French tradition, diverse African ones from their specific 
cultural ties, and also the legacies of other (post)colonial writers. Influence from these 
writers presents another type of model for publicly visible authors that they must either 
live up to or position themselves against. 
 For francophone writers, several questions have historically been asked of them, 
and continue to be asked today: primary among them are the question of political 
                                                        
12 It should be noted, however, that he includes Belgian-born writer Amélie Nothomb in 
this group. This is indicative of the problems with a term like “francophone” which in 
theory is applied to non-French writers working in French, but in practice is usually not 
applied to a white Belgian writer like Nothomb, and rather to Sub-Saharan, Maghrebi, or 
Caribbean writers. 
13 For another example of sociological case studies of contemporary writers in French, 
see Lahire, Bernard. La Condition littéraire: La double vie des écrivains. Paris: La 
Découverte, 2006. Print. Lahire does present a different perspective in that he examines 
more “regional” authors, specifically those based in Lyon and the Rhône-Alpes region. 
But again, few writers of color are included here, and never is the question of national or 
ethnic origin addressed concerning the author’s position in the industry. 
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engagement and the mandate of autobiography. Francophone writers are also often asked 
to justify or explain their feelings about writing in French, and to address their identity as 
so-called “visible minorities” in France and how this may affect their writings.14  
 The question of littérature engagée is particularly compelling. The earliest 
critically recognized novels in French by black authors were almost always political in 
nature, and specifically anti-colonial. Winner of the Prix Goncourt in 1921, René Maran’s 
Batouala is one of the precursors of a genre of novel that is critical of the French colonial 
administration in Africa. Maran, born in Martinique and a member of the French colonial 
administration himself in Central Africa, is explicit about his position in his 1937 preface 
to the novel, stating that writing Batouala was part of “[s]on devoir d’écrivain français,” 
to “objectively” present what was happening in Equatorial Africa (24) [[his] duty as a 
French writer]. Many more explicitly anti-colonial novels would follow, especially in the 
years leading up to and immediately after the Independences, by authors such as 
Ferdinand Oyono (Une vie de boy, 1956) and Cheikh Hamidou Kane (L’Aventure 
ambigüe, 1961). Immediately following the Independences in the early 1960s, writers of 
this generation were already seen, by European critics at least, as an entity to be taken 
together, and, if not explicitly catalysts for the political changes at the beginning of the 
decade, certainly products of their time, so to speak.15  
                                                        
14  Many writers responded to these questions as provoked by the Sarkozy government’s 
National Identity Debate in the collected volume directed by Michel Le Bris and Jean 
Rouaud Je est un autre (Paris: Gallimard, 2007). Dominic Thomas analyzes this in 
depth in Africa and France: Postcolonial Cultures, Migration, and Racism. 
Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2013. Print. 
15  For an example of how French-speaking writers were viewed by European critics in 
the decade after the Independences, see Brench, A.C. The Novelists’ Inheritance in 
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 After France’s colonial empire disintegrated in West and Central Africa, 
eventually novels appeared that were not anti-colonial, but rather critical of the corrupt 
African governments that were not living up to the euphoric expectations of 1960. 
Though the critical eye was no longer focused solely on the colonizer, texts like 
Kourouma’s groundbreaking Les Soleils des Indépendances (Presses de l’Université de 
Montréal 1968; Seuil 1970) still were politically engaged in nature, and were used as a 
tool for critiquing the regime in power. This novel is also significant for its particular use 
of the French language, incorporating elements of the pre-colonial language, Malinké, 
spoken in Kourouma’s native Côte d’Ivoire and neighboring countries. La malinkisation 
du français, how Kourouma described his own use of language in the novel on several 
occaisions, represented a new way of using the form of the novel in French. At the same 
time, authors like Henri Lopès represent a more “classic” model of writing, at least in 
terms of his use of the French language, from the same post-Independences generation. 
Le Pleurer-rire (1982) is an example of Lopès’ desire to place himself in a lineage of 
French writers, which is evident in the three epigraphs at the beginning of the novel. The 
first, from Beaumarchais, gives the title to the book (“J’ai beau pleuré, il faut toujours 
que le rire s’échappe par quelque coin”), and is followed by others from Voltaire and 
Boris Vian. Lopès also presents another contrasting figure to that of Kourouma in terms 
of their political engagement outside of their writing. Whereas Kourouma’s outspoken 
criticism of the government of Félix Houphouët-Boigny lead to his imprisonment and 
eventual exile from his home country at various times during the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, 
                                                                                                                                                                     
French Africa: Writers from Senegal to Cameroon. London: Oxford University Press, 
1967. Print. 
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Lopès has been active in Congo’s government, holding several political and ministerial 
posts, including serving as Ambassador to France since 1998. These are just two 
examples of francophone authors who come down on opposite sides of ideologies about 
what the writer’s relationship to state power should be. Choices like these between a 
classical, French model and a more experimental, independent form for both one’s 
creative project and one’s self-presentation continue to be a factor for francophone 
African writers today.16 
 On the other hand, some authors began to reject this “devoir” [duty] of political or 
social engagement as Maran calls it. In the “Avertissement” (“Warning”) to La vie et 
demie (1979), Sony Labou Tansi famously declares, “À ceux qui cherchent un auteur 
engagé, je propose un homme engageant” (9) [To those who are looking for an engaged 
writer, I propose an engaging man]. Though politically active in his native Congo, Labou 
Tansi here declares his wish, in an oft-quoted line, to be able to be taken as an artist on 
these terms first, if not only on these terms. Both academic critics and the public often 
hold writers from Africa (or the Southern Hemisphere in general) to an assumed 
obligation to write literature that in some way has a purpose of making the lives of those 
in the country of the writers’ roots better; art for art’s sake for these writers is seen as a 
luxury they (and their continent) cannot afford.  
 Sami Tchak, a Togolese novelist based in Paris, has addressed this, among other 
                                                        
16 See Odile Cazenave and Patricia Pia Célérier. Contemporary Francophone African 
Writers and the Burden of Commitment. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
2011. Print. 
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places, in a 2013 post to the literature site Terangaweb.17 He begins by recalling a 
question he had received from a member of the public at a speaking engagement: 
“Croyez-vous, monsieur Tchak, qu’un écrivain africain, comme vous, a le droit, je dirais 
le luxe, de nous décrire les yeux de sa femme alors que les Éthiopiens meurent de faim et 
qu’on a mangé des pygmées en République Démocratique du Congo?” [Do you think, 
Mr. Tchak, that an African writer like yourself has the right, I would even say the luxury, 
to describe to us his wife’s eyes while Ethiopians are dying of hunger and Pygmees in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo have been eaten?]. The question is meant to provoke, but 
Tchak develops a long response in reply, separating sites of engagement into the text and 
the acts of the author; there are two ways of being politically active. Perhaps most 
importantly for Tchak, engagement does not necessarily equate with good literature, and 
creating quality art is the first and most important duty of the artist: 
Tous les débats ont leur utilité peut-être, mais les écrivains ne doivent pas 
oublier que la littérature, engagée ou pas, a ses propres exigences […] Les 
bonnes intentions ne sont pas un obstacle à la bonne littérature, mais elles 
n'accouchent pas forcément du Voyage au bout de la nuit. Je soutiens donc 
que lorsqu'on parle de littérature, on parle aussi d'art. Si ce point n'est pas 
oublié, on jugera forcément une œuvre littéraire à partir de sa cohérence 
                                                        
17 This topic was already addressed much earlier in a special issue of Africultures in 
which Sami Tchak participated. See Mongo-Mboussa, Boniface, and Tania Tervonen, 
eds. Africultures. L’engagement de l’écrivain africain. 59 (June 2004). Print. The web 
post I quote here also later became, in a more developed form, part of his recent book-
length essay, La Couleur de l’écrivain (2014). After the initial short piece that appeared 
freely on the Internet, Tchak expanded his written response to the public conversation 
this passage stages, in more traditional print media. 
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interne, de sa capacité à faire coïncider le particulier et l'universel, à offrir une 
lecture originale de la condition humaine. 
[All debates are useful perhaps, but writers must not forget that literature, 
activist or not, has its own demands […] Good intentions are not an obstacle 
to good literature, but they don’t necessarily give birth to Journey to the End 
of the Night. I therefore maintain that when we speak of literature we also 
speak of art. If this point is not forgotten, we will certainly judge a literary 
work on the basis of its internal coherence, its capacity to bring together the 
particular and the universal, to offer up an original reading of the human 
condition.] 
The original questions assume that because Tchak is from Togo he has more of a 
responsibility than a writer who is from France for example to write about crises in 
Africa. Though the incidents the audience member mentions do not take place in Tchak’s 
own country of birth, the presumption remains that there should be some form of 
continental solidarity that should take primary importance in his work. Tchak resists this 
frequent demand upon the image of the African writer here and in his work in general, 
asserting his role as first and foremost an artist, as in Labou Tansi’s model of “un homme 
engageant.” 
 Ananda Devi addresses in part this tension of the demands of upholding an image 
of being an activist writer who has a cause, whether on or off the page, in Les Hommes 
qui me parlent. In it, Devi reflects on the writing life, and the drive she has for setting pen 
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to page. But at the same time, she still feels constrained by images of the writer that she 
must maintain. Even physically, she feels the pressure to be like and look like a 
prescribed role for a woman writer from the Indian Ocean: 
Devrais-je laisser blanchir mes cheveux pour être traitée avec le respect 
qu'on accorde aux écrivains indiens, dans leurs tenues sobres et leur 
dignité proche de la majesté? Mais ce serait de nouveau un rôle, rien de 
plus, pour habiller ma transparence. Faire, plutôt, comme Arundhati Roy: 
couper mes cheveux court, vivre en tee-shirt et jean et courir mon pays à 
la recherche de causes à défendre? Mais, ce faisant, Arundhati a 
temporairement renoncé au roman. Ce serait renoncer au plus grand 
plaisir de ma vie. Comment renoncer à mon plus bel amant? (23) 
[Should I let my hair grow in grey in order to be treated with the respect 
shown to Indian writers, in their somber clothes and their dignity 
approaching majesty? But this would be nothing more than yet another 
role for dressing up my transparency. Would it be better to do as 
Arundhati Roy: cut my hair short, live in a t-shirt and jeans and travel my 
country searching for causes to defend? But in doing so, Arundhati has 
temporarily renounced novel writing. To do so would be to renounce the 
greatest pleasure of my life. How could I renounce my most beautiful 
lover?] 
Here we see Devi caught under pressure from outside forces on the expectations of the 
(female, Indian) writer. Yet living up to these expectations — living like celebrated Indian 
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novelist Arundhati Roy who has thrown herself wholeheartedly into political activism 
after the worldwide fame that her 1997 novel The God of Small Things brought her — 
would require renouncing the practice of writing itself. As with Tchak, Devi sees her role 
as a writer first, working on aesthetic principles to create a work of art — the work of 
political activism is a different thing, despite the fact that many readers and critics both 
expect this from a writer originally from the Global South. Devi eventually remarks that 
her identity can only be described as “Une posture. Voilà à quoi je me retrouve, une fois 
de plus, contrainte. Plus je tente de me saisir, plus je suis insaisissable, glissante, 
huileuse. Faut-il que je m'affuble de masques? Ou ma personnalité est-elle si fade que 
nulle surface réfléchissante ne parviendra à en restituer l’image?” (24) [“A posture. This 
is what I find myself constrained to, once again. The more I try to grasp who I am, the 
more unattainable I am, slippery, as if covered in oil. Do I have to dress myself up in 
masks? Or is my personality so bland that no reflective surface can succeed at 
reproducing its image?]. The slippery, unstable nature of her self identity, and her sense 
that it is only a posture, all hint at the performance aspects of her, and the writer’s, 
identity — existing in the moment it is articulated, and contingent upon the context and 
the audience who is reading and interpreting these signs. 
 “Francophone”-labeled authors also face a kind of autobiographical mandate. In 
her book, Against Autobiography: Albert Memmi and the Production of Theory, Lia 
Nicole Brozgal asserts that works by many prominent Maghrebi writers “are often 
understood as thinly veiled autobiographies, with critics assuming an indexical 
relationship between author and narrator, placing significant emphasis on the texts’ 
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ethnographic features and realism, and calling unproblematically upon the author’s own 
statements about his or her work as a basis for interpretation” (xi). She rightly observes 
that this tendency continues despite the fact that francophone literature from North 
African writers came to the forefront at the same time as trends in literary scholarship 
were announcing the death of the author. Brozgal’s study is not against autobiography as 
a genre, but rather questions “its deployment as an interpretive lens or reading strategy” 
(xiii, italics original). She argues that this reduces the complexities present in Maghrebi 
works, and ignores the potential of autobiographical texts to be subversive. 
 In addition to these demands put upon contemporary writers of color, gender is a 
critical dimension to consider as well. Taking an intersectional approach affords 
consideration of more than one aspect of the embodiment of the author, including how 
she is perceived in the public and how her work is marketed, includes her gender as well 
as her skin color. It is impossible to become un-bodied, with regards to either of these 
categories, including within a profession that is purportedly based solely on verbal 
expression. Carole Boyce Davies places these multiple layers of identity within the same 
category of performance in her study of black women’s writing: “If following Judith 
Butler, the category of woman is one of performance of gender, then the category Black 
woman, or woman of color, exists as multiple performances of gender and race and 
sexuality based on the particular cultural, historical, geopolitical, class communities in 
which Black women exist” (8-9).  
 Additionally detrimental to women writers of color specifically, as Seán Burke 
recognizes, the disappearance of the author is in effect an elimination of subjectivity: 
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there can be no subject of speech because it is impossible to exist outside of language: 
“There can thus be no such thing as subjectivity whilst the subject or author — as has 
classically been the case — is conceived as prior to a language which exists as an entirely 
transparent vehicle or medium for his uses, his designs” (15). Suppressing the embodied 
author in postmodern criticism, and the attendant suppression of subjective agency, is 
certainly short sighted; but more than this, Boyce Davies sees it as antagonistic towards 
women of color who write. Boyce Davies quotes Nancy Miller in “Changing the Subject. 
Authorship, Writing and the Reader,”18 pointing out that “the postmodernist decision that 
the Author is dead, and subjective agency along with him, does not necessarily work for 
women and prematurely forecloses the question of identity for them” (52). The death of 
the author comes from a line of criticism and theory that views itself as universal or even 
neutral. I argue, however, that this theory assumes the universal is inherently a white, 
male, European point of view.19 It assumes a certain homogeneity and implies that 
diversity in authorship would not be a factor in the text’s reception by the reader who is 
entirely vested with meaning-making. This is a narrow understanding that does not take 
into account the realities of representation — both literary representation on the page, and 
the representation of authors of varied backgrounds in the publishing industry. It is 
necessary to first recognize the embodied author in order to then explore possibilities for 
alternate and diverse subjectivities in literature, and the agency of these authors as writing 
                                                        
18 p.106. In de Lauretis, ed., Feminist Studies/Critical Studies, pp. 102-120. 
19 I am not the first to make this argument; Barbara Christian remarked as much in 1987 
in “The Race for Theory.” Reprinted in New Black Feminist Criticism, 1985-2000. Eds. 
Gloria Bowles, M. Giulia Fabi, Arlene R. Keizer. Champaign, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 2007. 40-50. Print. 
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subjects in the field. 
 
Presentation of Corpus 
 Each of the authors I focus on in this study exemplifies a different, particular 
aspect of the performance of authorial identity deployed by francophone writers from 
Africa today. I have chosen these authors for the ways in which they both demonstrate a 
development through time in recent decades of the possibilities for representation of 
authorship, and also for the contrasts among them and the diversity of possibilities for 
these performances they present. Taken together, these examples of contemporary 
francophone African writers present a partial repertoire of authorship in French today, 
and the different facets that each one highlights bring to light the at times contradictory 
nature of both the constraints and demands of the publishing industry and the ways in 
which critics and general readership are still under the influence of the aftereffects of 
colonialism.  
 I begin by discussing Calixthe Beyala, who made her literary début in 1987 with 
the novel C'est le soleil qui m'a brûlée. Since then, she has published close to twenty 
works of fiction and essays, though in recent years she has had a less visible media 
presence. A native of Cameroon who has lived in France for over thirty years, she 
addresses in her writing and in her activism the status of immigrants and minorities in 
France, development in Africa, and specifically how these issues affect women. Particular 
attention will be paid to two of her novels that present contrasting images of the African 
woman writer in Paris: Assèze l'Africaine (1994) and Les Honneurs perdus (1996). This 
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second novel is also important to her image as public figure as it was both awarded the 
Grand Prix du roman de l'Académie française and simultaneously was the object of a 
highly mediatized plagiarism trial. This incident is emblematic of the reputation for 
controversy often associated with Beyala. Beyala is also an important figure as she is one 
of the more successful authors among those on this list in terms of sales20, along with 
Fatou Diome. The younger Diome has been seen at times as the next woman francophone 
African writer following in Beyala’s footsteps, but as I examine in Chapter 2, there is 
much that is different about these two authors and the way they represent the immigrant 
experience in their fiction and in their self-presentation in the media. 
 Diome is a native of Senegal living in Alsace, and her first published work, La 
préférence nationale (2001), is a collection of short stories told in the voice of a narrator 
whose biography very closely mirrors the author’s own life story.  I look at this work in 
dialogue with her first novel-length work, Le Ventre de l'Atlantique (2003), as well as 
Inassouvies, nos vies (2008) to analyze how she also frames the figure of the African 
woman author in France. Diome is more academically-oriented than Beyala, who in 
contrast presents herself as a sort of autodidact. Diome has done graduate work in 
francophone African literature and film, has taught literature and film at the university 
level in France, and was the host of a cultural and literary television program on France 3 
Alsace, “Nuit blanche,” from 2004 to 2006. 
 A third woman writer presents a sort of counterpoint to these two outspoken 
                                                        
20 She is one of the few francophone writers working today who is able to live from her 
book sales without supplementing her income with another position in the academy 
for example. See Hitchcott, Performances of Migration (1). 
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figures: Bessora, born in Belgium, is the daughter of a Gabonais diplomat, and grew up 
moving between Europe, the United States, and Africa. Her formal education is primarily 
in business and anthropology, and the latter informs her fiction both in its subject and 
style. As Patricia-Pia Célérier has noted, clear influences from postcolonial theorists 
Franz Fanon and Paul Gilroy can be noted in her fictional work21. Her first novel, 53 cm, 
was published in 1999, and she continues to publish a novel about every year since then. 
Bessora engages with questions of authority and representation in her fictional writing, 
though she is not as visible in the public sphere as the other writers analyzed here. Even 
in her personal appearances at book fairs or campus lectures, her demeanor is much more 
restrained, almost subdued, when compared to other authors. This is not to say that 
Bessora does not make statements that challenge the status quo in art and in society in 
general with her work and her public speech. In particular her fiction uses “un humour 
caustique, voire féroce” (Cazenave 1; “a caustic, even ferocious humor”) as she reverses 
the anthropological gaze of the white European on the exotic other, comically putting on 
display racist structures of French society through the commentary of characters like 
Zara, the protagonist of 53 cm, a woman of African descent living in Paris and self-
proclaimed “gaulologue” (“Gaulologist”). As Odile Cazenave has observed, Bessora 
shares this element of humor with Beyala and Diome, all three using it as a tool to stage 
the experience of immigration, and to ask questions about identity and power within that 
context (7). But her staging in person of these challenges to authority and is much more 
muted in tone than those of some of her contemporaries. Her blog, which I will focus on 
                                                        
21 See Célérier, Patricia-Pia. “Bessora: De La ‘Gaulologie’ Contre L’impéritie.” Présence 
Francophone. 58. 2002. 73-84. 
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in Chapter 3, is one instance where her public speech is presented in an original, creative 
way — and she exploits the advantages of the flexibility of digital media for production 
and distribution to present her critical ideas about race and culture in the French-speaking 
world. But her engagement with digital media in this way, coupled with her relative lack 
of presence in more traditional media like radio and television, distinguish her from the 
other writers I examine here. 
 Another blogger, perhaps the most visible in the domain of francophone letters, is 
Alain Mabanckou. Born in Congo-Brazzaville and educated in France, he first began 
publishing poetry in the mid-1990s. His first novel, Bleu-blanc-rouge, appeared in 1998, 
and since then he has published close to a dozen novels, and more recently has been 
moving into personal and critical essays. I will look at how he constructs his own literary 
coming-of-age tale in the novel Black Bazar (2009) and also how he presents a fully 
developed fictional author in the pair of novels Verre Cassé (2005) and Mémoires de 
porc-épic (2006) in Chapter 2. His creative production has also varied widely in the last 
decade, first as shown in his move to his blog and more recently in his production of a 
music album, both taking their name from the novel Black Bazar. Like Bessora, his 
formal education was not explicitly literary; he holds a law degree and formerly worked 
for the French utility company Suez-Lyonnaise des Eaux. He currently resides in the 
United States where he is a professor of francophone literature at UCLA, a factor that has 
contributed an added dimension of cross-cultural reflection on race relations to his 
writing in recent years. His non-fiction writing in the form of personal essays and preface 
writing has also been marked by these turns in his career, and these represent other 
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venues in which he stages himself as performer, author, and critic. Mabanckou’s 
examination of la Sape — and his participation in it himself — set him apart from the 
other writers I focus on here, and also calls attention to the performative aspect of identity 
in general, and of being an African author specifically. An acronym for la Société des 
ambianceurs et personnes d’élégance, la Sape is a practice of dress focused on acquiring 
and flamboyantly displaying European designer clothing, practiced mainly by Congolese 
men, both in Kinshasa and Brazzaville, and in the European capitals of Paris and 
Brussels. Mabanckou writes about sapeurs in some of his novels, such as Black Bazar 
which I examine in Chapter 2, and also his own patterns of dress are often remarked on in 
his own public persona as author. Mabanckou is also a compelling example since his 
work has in more recent years begun to cross over into other realms more typically 
associated with theatricality and performance, such as his role as producer for the music 
group Black Bazar, a collective of African musicians who have now recorded two albums 
to date, in part inspired by Mabanckou’s original novel and for which he wrote some of 
the lyrics. 
 Léonora Miano is the writer who most recent arrival on the literary stage among 
the authors I examine in this study. Her first novel was published in 2005 (L'Intérieur de 
la nuit) and in the past nine years this native of Cameroon who resides in France has 
consistently published about one new novel per year. She is also known for her outspoken 
criticism of racism and for claiming an “Afropean” identity. In a pattern that mirrors that 
of Beyala, her first three texts were set in Africa, then were followed by a shift toward 
Parisian-centered novels. Her most recent novel, however, the 2013 Prix Fémina-winning 
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La Saison de l’ombre, returns to the continent to re-imagine the first contact with the 
slave trade of the fictional Mulongo people of equatorial Africa. Beyond her recent rise to 
fame as a result of the prestigious Fémina prize, Miano is increasingly present on the 
scene of francophone literature, and is positioning herself in a more activist role with the 
formation of her association Mahogany in 2010, for the promotion of Afrodiasporic 
cultures. Situating itself as a literary-minded organization that wants to create an 
alternative space next to the mainstays of French literary society, the association also for 
a time awarded its own literary prize. Her website, though without the timely entries and 
updates of a blog, still is in a sense curated, and the rubrics such as videothèque certainly 
serve the function of authenticating other texts that she recommends.   
 Each of these five authors, through both their fiction and their embodied acts, 
confronts legacies of the place of the author in relation to his or her work. They represent 
diverse subjectivities as authors with connections to several different countries in West 
and Central Africa, as both female and male writers, and express their relative 
subjectivities on the written page, in digital and more traditional media, and on the 
physical stage of the exposition of literature and writers. There is much work to be done 
on various kinds of texts, including digital genres, and the embodied author, but I wish to 
begin my examination of these authors with what remains the primary source in literary 
studies: the fictional, printed text, and how it takes up these very same questions of 
authorial representation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
The Fiction of Authorship: Writers on Stage within the Text 
 
 A passage from Calixthe Beyala's 2000 essay Lettre d'une Afro-française à ses 
compatriotes (Letter from an Afro-French woman to her compatriots) sets the stage 
perfectly to question the task of contemporary francophone writers in the face of 
representations of themselves and their work that occur in various contexts and media. 
On the anniversary of the abolition of slavery, she is recognized on the street by another 
black woman, who tells her, “J'aime ce que vous faites. Mais malheureusement je ne vous 
ai pas encore lue” [“I like what you do. But unfortunately I haven’t read you yet”]. The 
author's only reply is “Chouette!” (58) [“Great!”]. Beyala's public activist persona here 
seems to overtake her role as author. Her resigned reply only leaves the reader of the 
essay wondering about the consequences of a whole reading of authorial performativity 
and its surrounding acts. This passage is of course not only questioning the role of the 
author, in general terms, but specifically a gendered, racialized author. The recognition of 
two women of African descent, on a heavily significant day regarding race relations 
across the French-speaking world, and within a text that specifically explores hybridity 
and transnationalism (Afro-française) in written form (une lettre) serves as a fitting 
starting point to question assumptions about all of these areas and to examine both their 
practices and their implications. 
 Following the work of Judith Butler on theories of gender performativity, these 
models could be applied to not only gender as seen by contemporary francophone writers, 
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but also their commentary on constructions of ethnicity, including “authentic” African 
identity. Indeed, works such as Lydie Moudileno's Parades postcoloniales (Postcolonial 
Parades), focusing on late twentieth- and twenty-first century Congolese writers, or 
Nicki Hitchott's Calixthe Beyala: Performances of Migration, implement performativity 
theory as a tool for examining the works, both fictional and in the public sphere, of 
postcolonial authors. Moudileno outlines her approach for examining these practices of 
constructing identity by saying, “En effet, souligner les artifices déployés par le sujet 
pour produire de l'identité implique toujours de déjouer la fixité d'un hypothétique 
référent 'identité', et de privilégier au contraire les répétitions circulaires et tangentielles 
par lesquelles l'identité tente indéfiniment, dans les jeux de représentation, à la fois de 
dire et d'éluder l'histoire une présence” (10, original italics) [“Indeed, highlighting the 
artifices deployed by the subject in order to produce an identity always implies avoiding 
the trap of the fixed nature of a hypothetical referent ‘identity,’ and on the contrary 
privileging the circular or tangential repetitions by which the identity continually 
attempts, in the games of representation, at the same time to say and to elude the history 
of a presence”]. Drawing special attention to the term produire, these identities are in 
effect products of an act or a performance, a referent conjured by signs the individual 
subject has constructed to be read and interpreted within a certain community, relying on 
the repetition and reiteration of models, as Butler suggests. It is not therefore an 
expression of some supposed internal essence, or presence as Moudileno says, that would 
pre-exist the expression of the identity itself. The “jeux de représentation” to which 
Moudileno refers inscribe this phenomenon within the domain of the theatrical. I also 
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propose that this performance is not limited to the constructed page/stage contained 
within the fictional text. The authors studied here use this space to explore the 
constructions not only of the migrant's identity, but the author's as well, through the 
places where these performed roles intersect in the text. Through writer figures within 
their fiction, these authors dialogue with their own performance of the role of 
postcolonial author in the public sphere. Studying the constructed elements of these 
identities within both a fictional, which is to say constructed, genre, and one that is in 
effect a part of the author's performance as fiction writer, is therefore doubly significant. 
 To anchor the performances of authorship later explored in this dissertation, I will 
begin with the original (in the sense of the point of origin) performance of the writer: the 
written, fictional text he or she has produced. I argue that this text can be read as an 
investigation not only of themes such as identity and migration in the francophone 
context, but also of the very signifier “author” and what signs are employed and encoded 
when constructing such as identity. By looking at authorial figures contained within each 
text, as well as those that engage in dialogue with the embodied writer who has produced 
the text itself, I propose a reading of these figures as staged constructions that comment 
on the status of the contemporary francophone African writer in general, and provide 
insight into each writer's own self-awareness in constructing his or her individual image 
in the public sphere.  
 I will first discuss the author figures in two of Beyala's “Parisian” novels: the title 
character of Assèze l'Africaine, and the écrivain public Ngaremba of Les Honneurs 
perdus. These two figures are contrasting representations of the African woman writer in 
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Paris. In the case of Assèze, the novel is told in the first person, and Assèze is the author 
of her own text; the reader also learns towards the close of the book that this novel is not 
only a memoir but an act of therapy Assèze uses to process her painful past. In this case, 
writing is personal in content and private in nature; Assèze is in no way a public figure 
nor does she stage herself within the novel as such. In the case of Ngaremba of Les 
Honneurs perdus, however, she fully embraces her role as écrivain public in the 
immigrant community of Belleville. She works transcribing letters and official 
documents for those in her community who cannot write for themselves, and even in 
these documents she allows herself creative license in inventing fictions of immigration – 
in fake working papers, and in false stories of success in letters sent back to the home 
countries of her clients. She is also an engaged writer in the sense that she is actively 
organizing those in the diaspora living in Paris with the goal of improving development 
in Africa. Ngaremba stages the role of author in many ways that run parallel to the one 
Beyala herself plays as writer based in Belleville (at the time of this novel's publication) 
in the public sphere and her outspoken political standpoints.  
 Fatou Diome also stages narrator and author figures in her fiction who share 
similar biographical aspects to the writer herself. Both the unnamed narrator of the 
collection of short stories La préférence nationale and the narrator Salie in Le Ventre de 
l'Atlantique are, as in the case of Diome herself, natives of a small town on an island of 
the coast of Senegal who came to Strasbourg after marrying a French man. Following a 
divorce, both narrators, and Diome herself, continue to live in Strasbourg, pursuing 
university studies in francophone literature and writing fiction. A third text by Diome, 
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Inassouvies, nos vies (2008), though it less explicitly references these specific 
biographical details, also features a young immigrant woman based in Strasbourg, 
observing the lives of others in an adjacent apartment building, and recording their 
imagined lives. In the intertextual dialogue between Le Ventre de l'Atlantique and La 
Préférence nationale, Diome is an example of the self-aware writer who uses her own 
writing as a creative space for exploring the mediatization of writers. Inassouvies, nos 
vies, in its presentation of the protagonist Betty's practice of writing, also interrogates 
assumptions about the figure of the francophone writer.  
 In a similar way, Alain Mabanckou also questions readers' assumptions about 
writing practices in his staging of first a fully-formed authorial voice (in the 2005 novel 
Verre Cassé and in Mémoires de porc-épic from 2006), and later, a writer-in-progress (in 
2009's Black Bazar). His fiction specifically emphasizes the complexities of the Parisian 
literary field and the ways that an author can be both constrained by the realities of the 
publishing industry yet also use this environment for aesthetic practice. Mabanckou’s 
novels also stage specifically masculine models of authorship, and in particular a male, 
apprenticeship-type professionalization process in Black Bazar. The codes of authorship, 
and its display, seen in the writer character in this last novel are distinct from those we 
will see in the women writers in the works of Beyala and Diome. 
 Through these examples I will explore several questions, based on three axes of 
analysis. First, I investigate the performative nature of identity as demonstrated by 
characters in these works. What aspects of the performance are particular to the migrant 
or transnational individual as demonstrated here? Second, I examine the intersections of 
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migrant identity and gender. How is the migrant experience embodied in a gendered 
individual in these novels? Finally, I highlight the image of the writer within each work. 
Who are the author figures in these texts? How do these characters perform an authorial 
identity, and can these three authors be said to represent authors differently?  
Calixthe Beyala: Performing the Activist Writer 
 A recognized if controversial writer, the prolific Calixthe Beyala made her literary 
début in 1987 with the novel C'est le soleil qui m'a brûlée. Since then, she has published 
close to twenty works of fiction and essays, though in recent years she has been less 
present on the literary stage. A native of Cameroon living in France for over thirty years, 
she addresses both in her writing and in her activism the status of immigrants and 
minorities in France, development in Africa, and specifically how these issues affect 
women. Presenting herself as a sort of autodidact, she has no ties to the academy, but is 
one of the few African francophone writers who has enough literary success in terms of 
sales to be able to live from her writing (Hitchcott 1).  
 Her novel Assèze l'Africaine (1994) examines the search for an “authentic” 
identity for an African woman in France through a sort of coming of age story told in 
Assèze's voice. She retraces her journey from her childhood in rural Cameroon, her 
adolescence in the city Douala, and then to Paris as an adult. The character of Sorraya 
serves as Assèze's mirror image, a motif of doubled female protagonists that appears in 
several of Beyala's novels, and travels metaphorically through explorations of identity in 
the opposite direction as her counterpart. The two first meet as young girls when Assèze 
comes to live with Sorraya and her father in the city; they meet by chance again in Paris 
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as adults, both much changed. Through this search, Beyala’s novel problematizes the 
very idea of an African authenticity by showing the changeable nature of the two 
women’s behaviors and practices, as well as their own critiques of the African or 
European associations they make with the other’s gestures. 
 The structure of the novel is divided into two parts, first set in Africa and 
associated with both Assèze and Sorraya's childhood and adolescence, then in Europe 
where both have reached adulthood. When the reader sees Sorraya for the first time, she 
is the privileged daughter of a government worker who manipulates a corrupt system so 
that his own family lives a comfortable, luxurious lifestyle. She attends a good school, 
snacks on sweets and cakes imported from France, and in general is a consumer of 
European cultures. Assèze, the poor country girl who has come to live with them in the 
city, represents everything that disgusts her about rural traditions of her country; Sorraya 
sees her as awkward, gauche, ignorant. Sorraya reads classic French literature and 
practices ballet at home while listening to recordings of Mozart, performative signs that 
allude to a certain level of sophistication (111). While the theatricality of dance and music 
in this instance is clear, I read Sorraya’s acts as more than a singular performance, and 
rather as instances of performative acts. In Bodies that Matter, Butler reminds us that, 
“Performativity is thus not a singular 'act,' for it is always a reiteration of a norm or set of 
norms, and to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or 
dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition” (12). Sorraya here reiterates 
several colonial norms of behavior and self-definition, while “dissimulat[ing]” to Assèze 
the structures of European colonialism that inform these acts.  
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Sorraya also identifies with the feminist philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir, and it 
is in fact one of the first tests she uses to judge Assèze upon the latter's arrival. When 
Assèze does not recognize the name, Sorraya affirms that “Aucune femme […] ne peut 
prétendre devenir une femme si elle n'a pas lu Simone” (78) [“No woman…can claim to 
become a woman if she hasn’t read Simone”]. In her own construction of identity, 
Sorraya makes a double reference to the construction of sexual or gendered identity put 
forth by de Beauvoir. First, the name Simone is already a sign of a certain kind of 
femininity for Sorraya, and pronouncing this name has an identifying value, though it is a 
code not understood by Assèze. Sorraya also imitates in this quote the now-famous 
citation from Le Deuxième sexe that summarizes a theory of the construction of feminine 
identity. The fact that Assèze is not even remotely familiar with European feminist 
theories lessens her ability to “do” woman, therefore to be woman, at least in the schema 
organized by Sorraya. Sorraya’s performance places her in a position of superiority, from 
which she looks down upon the Other who cannot even read the signification of her 
definitive acts. Sorraya attempts the role of the European woman through her readings, 
her literal performances of dance and music, and her conception of feminism. Sorraya 
makes a spectacle of these imported signs in her home environment in order to 
distinguish and define herself. The authenticity that she seeks is not rooted in her 
biological or cultural heritage, but is demonstrated through her adoption of the colonial 
power’s signs of privilege and education. 
 Authenticity is a problematic term, especially when discussing cultural production 
related to the African continent. In everyday speech the word has taken on a meaning 
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related to a kind of truth, or even purity of action or being; common self-help discourse 
and psychological discussions center on tuning into one's authentic self, implying that 
there is an unchanging essence to uncover whose expression would surely be the best 
way to live one's life. There is no room for a performative model of identity in this 
understanding, in other words, and the idea that an identity does not come from a primary 
internal essence is rejected. Within the context of literature in French from African 
writers, the term “authenticity” also calls to mind a specific search for a return to African 
roots. In the political domain, one example is the authenticité political and cultural 
movement implemented under Mobutu's government in former Zaire in the 1970s and 
1980s. Mobutu pushed for a system whose goals were to eradicate the symbols and 
systems of former European colonial domination in favor of a sort of back-to-roots search 
for an identity and a way of life that would be free of these influences. From changing the 
name of the country, replacing western-style suits with the abacost (from “à bas le 
costume”), and even discouraging the use of Christian given names in favor of those 
considered more traditional, this quest for African authenticity created linguistic and 
situational contortions that point to the impossibility not only of returning to a precolonial 
past in this situation, but the slipperiness of the term itself, “authenticity.” This temporal 
definition of authenticity – drawing a line between before and after the moment of 
European colonization – creates problems.1  
                                                        
1 In the domain of the visual arts in Africa, Sidney Littlefield Kasfir lays out this temporal 
problem of defining authenticity in “African Art and Authenticity: A Text with a Shadow.” 
African Arts. Vol. 25, No. 2 (April 1992). 40-53; 96-97. 
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In the American context, E. Patrick Johnson pushes back against the idea that a 
black authenticity is possible. In his 2003 book Appropriating Blackness: Performance 
and the Politics of Authenticity, Johnson states that, “Because the concept of blackness 
has no essence, ‘black authenticity’ is overdetermined — contingent on the historical, 
social, and political terms of its production. Moreover, in the words of Regina Bendix: 
‘the notion of [black] authenticity implies the existence of its opposite, the fake, and this 
dichotomous construct is at the heart of what makes authenticity problematic.’ 
Authenticity, then, is yet another trope manipulated for cultural capital.” (3). Because 
black authenticity is represented differently in different historical, social, or political 
contexts, as Johnson says, it is impossible to identify a single, stable example of what an 
authentic cultural practice might be. At the same time, the fact that the creation of an 
implied flip side of the coin – the inauthentic or the fake – is also created by this 
definition, gives arbitrary power to some but not others: readers may see Sorraya as a bit 
of an adolescent bully in these early scenes. At the same time, Sorraya’s adolescent 
efforts at performing an identity associated with the colonial power seems absurd to 
Assèze and even comical to the reader, even while it is tinged with a sense of the tragic. 
Later in the novel her search for an authentic expression of self completely changes in 
form, seeming to put in question the very idea that authenticity in terms of identity could 
exist. 
 When Assèze, and the reader, meet Sorraya again in Paris, she is completely 
changed. She is still on a quest to find authenticity, but this time an African one. Just as 
the reader finds Sorraya's mimicry of Simone de Beauvoir's words if not comical at least 
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false or “off,” Sorraya in Paris gives the impression that this legitimacy is just as 
fabricated as the European one she tried to reproduce in adolescence. In contrast with the 
linguistic codes that were incomprehensible to her at their first meeting, in Paris Assèze 
hears Sorraya speak in the African language of their region for the first time (320). While 
in Douala Sorraya spoke only the language of the European colonizing power, she now 
adopts one native to her home country. Later, Sorraya prepares a large dinner to celebrate 
the success of the play in which she is appearing. “Toute habillée africaine” [“dressed all 
African”], in Assèze's words, Sorraya herself participates in the preparation of a wide 
range of traditional African dishes (additionally, the act of cooking herself is one that 
Sorraya would never have performed while in Cameroon). When Assèze suggests that 
perhaps they should also serve something more familiar to her French guests, Sorraya 
categorically refuses, and explains her position on her cultural identity in this way: 
Ils n'auront qu'à rentrer chez eux2 [...]Toute ma vie, j'ai vécu le cul entre 
deux chaises. J'ai essayé de singer le Blanc. […] En Afrique, on nous 
faisait croire que nous étions des arriérés et moi, j'y ai cru. Je voulais me 
franciser, désincruster toute trace de noir en moi. Parce que le noir c'est 
la saleté. Le noir c'est la misère. Le noir c'est la malédiction. Je m'en 
voulais d'être africaine. Je voulais ressembler à Dupond, à Durand. 
                                                        
2 It is interesting to note that Sorraya adopts here the language and the attitude of anti-
immigrant discourse, particularly as found on the political right: if conditions in 
France aren't to their liking, then immigrants should simply leave and go back home. 
Sorraya reverses this by forcing the French guests in her home into the position of 
minority individuals who must accept the status quo or simply leave, though they are 
in fact guests in a Parisian apartment for a dinner party and not migrant workers.  
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C'était ridicule (331). 
[All they have to do is go home. […] My whole life I’ve lived with a foot 
in two different world. I tried to ape Whites. […] In Africa, they made us 
believe that we were backwards and I believed it. I wanted to Frenchify 
myself, scrape out any trace of blackness in me. Because black was filth. 
Black was misery. Black was a curse. I hated myself for being African. I 
wanted to be like the Duponds and the Durands. It was ridiculous.] 
Sorraya verbalizes here her frustration at her younger attempts to incarnate what she saw 
as a white identity. She attempted a process of “Frenchification,” she resented the color of 
her skin. Sorraya wanted to resemble French women through their habits, her attempts to 
do as the Duponds or the Durands do; in this schema, identity is based on solely exterior 
signs and voluntary acts rather than an internal essence. The younger Sorraya strove for 
an authentic expression of the self she wanted to be through her Europeanized habits, 
actions, and words; so long as these acts were practiced well enough the performance of 
this identity would be successful. As adults at least, Assèze is rather skeptical about the 
power of such acts to define an individual, and argues in this dinner party scene, “Je vois 
pas ce que ça changerait à ton africanité si tu mettait un peu de nourriture française à 
table!” (331) [“I don’t see what this would change about your African-ness if you put a 
little bit of French food on the table!”]. For Assèze, the performance is dissociated from 
the individual identity of the agent, and seems more to depend on the company: one 
should make guests comfortable and therefore accommodate at least a few of the Other's 
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customs as an act of hospitality. This outward act of adapting to the guest would not put 
into question any authenticity on the part of the host. According to Assèze, the visible 
performance will not change or alter the internal identity of the subject. Furthermore, if 
one follows Assèze's logic through, this implies that she did not or does not believe the 
efforts of the younger Sorraya to mime the language of de Beauvoir or copy classical 
ballet did anything to define her as a child in Douala. The opposing views on identity of 
the two women bring to the forefront the contradictory nature of Sorraya's performative 
authenticity, and the unsettled reaction of a subject being forced to question assumptions 
about one's nature or essence. What does it mean to be an authentic African – or 
European, or woman, or man – if those categories do not exist until they are called into 
being by the subject? 
 Sorraya's aggressive behavior continues through dinner. “[Elle] trone en chef-
d'oeuvre africain” [“reigns as an African masterpiece”]; meanwhile Sorraya serves the 
nfoufou with sauce ngombo to her guests who are clearly uncomfortable and even 
embarrassed by the dishes that they do not even recognize (332). She refuses to allow 
them to eat with forks and knives; they must all eat with their hands since, “Nous 
sommes en Afrique, ici” (332) [“We’re in Africa here”]. The entire spectacle of recreating 
an authentic meal and eating in a certain way, is done purposefully in order to make a 
spectacle of her own “African-ness,” all the while forcing others, that is to say her 
Franco-French guests, to act out behaviors that are inauthentic, or at least very 
uncomfortable, for them. The dinner party thrown in honor of the success of her most 
recent theater production becomes in turn a theatrical representation of Sorraya's life. Her 
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own home becomes a stage dressed with scenery specifically to create a reality that 
differs from that of the world outside for the participants, who are in turn obligated to 
respect certain parameters of the game or play: since they are “en Afrique,” they must eat 
with their hands. Furthermore, this performance in some ways also recalls the first 
meeting of Sorraya and Assèze, when European-coded performances were purposefully 
used to test the newcomer Assèze. Sorraya similarly tests her dinner guests as if looking 
to single out for judgment those who may be the most shocked, thus proving them 
unworthy. 
 As Nicki Hitchcott observes in Calixthe Beyala: Performances of Migration, 
Beyala rejects African essentialism in scenes such as these. Hitchcott notes an intertextual 
dialogue with the Negritude of Senghor (42); however this dialogue in effect refuses the 
validity of the idea of a black soul: 
Yet at the same time as she acknowledges its historical importance, 
Beyala undermines the ideological basis of Negritude, reducing the 
concept of an African “essence” to that of an “invented authenticity” that 
fixes Africa and its peoples in a mythological past and refuses to address 
the ways in which identities are reconfigured in response to changing 
contexts and situations (Hitchcott, “Performances” 7). 
Writing well after the generation of Negritude artists, Beyala must define herself as an 
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author in relationship to this tradition.3 This prescription to take a position on one of the 
defining movements in black arts of the twentieth century is yet another point in the 
constellation of expectations placed on African writers. For a woman writer it seems 
particularly important to express a stance on the aesthetic collective most associated 
Senghor, the author of “Femme nue, femme noire.”4 She sets herself apart form the fixed 
“mythological past” definition of an African authenticity without clearly defining what 
her conception of it might be, if a concise definition may be possible. Assèze l'Africaine 
presents contradicting visions of this idea. The novel is at times very critical of an 
essentialist thought in favor of a performative perspective (that is to say affirming the 
creation of the characters’ identities in the moment rather than stemming from a fixed, 
pre-existing condition) in order to understand the identity of the migrant in Paris. 
However, the title itself defines the narrator in a fixed way at the intersection of two 
identities that are both African and woman, thus contradicting the fluidity suggested by 
Hitchcott's concept of “invented authenticity.” 
 Assèze herself is conscious of the arbitrary and factitious nature of what is taken 
for individual identity in France. It is perhaps her experiences in the clandestine 
community in Paris that make her so critical of Sorraya's searching to reproduce an 
African authenticity. First, Assèze herself is an undocumented person when she arrives in 
                                                        
3 While I hear the same resonances as Hitchott of a discourse pushing back against 
Senghor in this novel, it should be noted that Beyala, as a Cameroonian writer, also has a 
specific received heritage from writers of the previous generation from that country. 
Authors like Mongo Béti and Ferdinand Oyono were writing more in a Marxist tradition 
and were less influenced by Négritude as a writer from Senegal might have been.  
4 Beyala also responded to Senghor’s poem in her erotic novel of the same title, published 
in 2003. 
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France. Faced with what could be considered a lack of identity (her invisibility in public 
records and personal documentation), she knows how the performance of what one is, or 
of what one pretends to be, leads to others' perception of one's identity. Her friendship 
with the Débrouillardes, three young women who are squatters in an apartment building 
along with Assèze, enables her to explore various performances to make up for her absent 
documented identity. In one of the roles she plays in front of the Débrouillardes, she 
convinces them that she is able to read the future, though she completely invents what she 
“reads” in the hand of Princesse. She describes her own mise en scène of the reading in 
this way: 
Je m'assis bien confortablement face à la Princesse. Je me délassai. 
J'inspirai. Je respirai. Je pris des yeux de visionnaire. J'étais très 
concentrée sur son cas. En réalité, j'étais très fatiguée [...] Je regardais un 
peu mon lit. La Princesse était tout ouïe et se laissait manipuler. Je lui 
parlai des petits sillons dans ses mains, la ligne du coeur nette, comme 
tracée au couteau, présageait une bonne réussite familiale [...] (271). 
[I sat down comfortable facing Princesse. I let myself go. I breathed in. I 
breathed out. I took on visionary eyes. I was very concentrated on her 
situation. In reality, I was very tired […] I would look at my bed a bit. 
Princesse was all ears and let herself be manipulated. I spoke to her of 
the little creases in her hands, the clear heart line, as if traced with a 
knife, predicted a successful family life […] 
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While Assèze is not, in fact, gifted with the talent of clairvoyance, she knows the exterior 
manifestations of this talent in those who claim to posses it. She breathes in a certain way, 
she uses perhaps a distant or mysterious gaze. And she is aware of the will of her first 
client to be manipulated: Princesse, in a desperate moment, wants to believe that Assèze 
will have a mysterious knowledge of her future – which she does, in the sense that Assèze 
knows that she should “see” success and love in order to restore her friend's optimism 
and confidence. Here, the system of identification is therefore dependent on a complicit 
object towards whom the identifying signs are directed; not only is Princesse able to 
recognize the signs Assèze projects and interpret them correctly, she so strongly desires 
these signs to be authentic expressions of her friend's true nature as a palm reader she 
easily becomes complicit in the play as spectator; this scene is in stark contrast to 
Asseze's own skeptical reactions to Sorraya's varying performances. These theatrics are a 
great success: the three Débrouillardes believe Assèze completely, and her reputation as a 
clairvoyant begins to spread in their apartment building. 
 This bit of theater, and the reputation that is born from it, is so effective that 
Assèze creates for herself a role to play in the community, a whole identity that even has 
its own set of documents and papers to support it. Madame Lola,5 who runs the building, 
negotiates a business for the young palm reader, and prepares business cards for her, 
giving more authority to her supposed visions and predictions. These business cards are 
                                                        
5 This character could also be read as a reference to one of the main characters in 
Romain Gary/Emile Ajar's La Vie devant soi, Madame Rosa, who also operates a 
different sort of clandé – a clandestine childcare service for prostitutes in her 
Belleville neighborhood. Madame Rosa also prepares fake identity documents for 
Momo, the narrator of Gary/Ajar’s novel and Madame Rosa’s favorite charge, in a 
similar way that Madame Lola does for Assèze. 
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the closest thing she has to an identity card: a document indicating her name, profession, 
her fixed address, and a telephone number where she can be reached (276-77). Yet the 
reader knows it is a false document justifying an equally false or faked profession. The 
only identities available to Assèze in her adopted country are completely fictitious, 
questioning the legitimacy of identity documentation in general, as well as that of the 
authorities who issue them. 
  As the narrator, Assèze herself is the author figure in this novel. As the story 
unfolds, the reader learns that, at the encouragement of her husband, she is writing her 
life's story as therapy. The act of writing here becomes a psychological treatment. The 
writing is intensely personal, not only in its content (her often sad and upsetting 
memories) but also in its intended audience. Assèze as author is not a public figure. This 
novel inscribes itself therefore into a longer tradition of women's writing – a mask of 
personal writing (journals, memoirs, letter-writing) that is produced by an authorial figure 
who erases herself as a “real” author. This more private author figure is in contrast to the 
others I look at below. 
 Les Honneurs perdus originally appeared two years after the publication of Assèze 
l'Africaine, in 1996. This critically acclaimed novel (it received the Grand Prix du roman 
de l'Académie française) also brought the author into the spotlight for more controversial 
reasons, to which I will return below. The novel follows a similar structure to Assèze in 
that this first-person narrative follows Saïda from her childhood in a slum outside of 
Douala, Cameroon in the first part, to her adult life working clandestinely as a 
cook/maid/nanny in the immigrant neighborhood of Belleville in Paris in the latter 
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portion of the text. As with the couple Assèze/Sorraya in the previous novel, Beyala 
presents a double image of the African immigrant woman here in the images of Saïda, 
and her main employer with whom she also lives, Ngaremba. Saïda is presented as a 
sometimes naïve, very religious, very traditional woman – in many ways a perfect foil to 
Ngaremba and her more modern and secular vision of the world.  
 Saïda's “virginity card” is perhaps the outward representation of her identity that 
she holds the most dear. It was bestowed upon her immediately before leaving her 
neighborhood outside of Douala. The local pharmacist offers it to her, insisting that, “Les 
femmes vierges sont rares en Europe, et ce qui est rare est cher. Prends-en le plus grand 
soin” (181) [“Virgin women are rare in Europe, and what is rare is expensive. Take the 
greatest care with this”]. A gendered immigration code turns Saïda into a commodity that 
increases in value once it has crossed a border, a rare imported good. The virginity card 
could be seen in parallel to Assèze's business card establishing her identity as psychic. 
Though Saïda's identity is more explicitly sexual, both roles are gendered female, 
portraying images of the untouchable or inexplicable exotic female. Both of these forms 
of documentation are issued by non-traditional authorities in identity authentication, 
again mocking the legitimacy of such authorities. 
 Ngaremeba's identity is established through especially contradictory 
performances, in many ways recalling those of Sorraya in the previous text. When the 
reader first meets her, Saïda's narration of the event emphasizes the western aspects of her 
behavior. She lives with a man to whom she is not married, sharing household expenses; 
in the bedroom Saïda observes only western-style clothing (“des taffetas et des vêtements 
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d'Europes, rien que de l'Europe,” 211, [“taffetas and clothing from Europe, just from 
Europe”]); and she supports herself and her daughter as a professional writer of sorts. 
Here Ngaremba performs an identity of a western feminist living in a modern consumer 
culture. 
 As the novel continues, and as Saïda sees more and more of the complex 
character of her employer, the reader also sees a progression in Ngaremba toward a desire 
to do what an “authentic” African woman should do. In an argument between two clients, 
a man and a woman, over who arrived first at her doorstep, she sides with the man 
claiming to do so out of respect for tradition: “Ce n'est pas parce que nous sommes loin 
de nos pays que nous devons oublier nos si belles coutumes […] Sur ce, je déclare que les 
hommes doivent être servis avant les femmes,” (213) [“Just because we are far from our 
countries doesn’t mean that we should forget our beautiful customs […] Thus, I declare 
that men should be served before women”]. To celebrate an especially good day of 
business, she dresses not in the western clothes earlier observed in her closet, but rather 
“Elle s'était vêtue d'un boubou bleu brodé d'or, enrubannée de fuschia, baguée et collifiée 
excessivement. [...] Sa petite tête enturbannée s'inclinait un peu sur le côté. [...] C'était la 
grande femelle africaine dans la splendeur de sa gloire, dans la toute-puissance de sa 
domination” (254) [“She was dressed in a blue boubou embroidered in gold, in fuschia 
ribbons, with excessive rings and necklaces […] her little enturbaned head was inclined 
at a slight angle. […] She was the grand African female in her splendor and glory, in the 
all-powerfulness of her domination”]. She displays not only more African style clothing 
here, but an almost over-the-top, “excessive” interpretation of it in bright colors and 
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heavy jewelry; Ngaremba is almost a caricature. Her humanity is partly lost in a way as 
well, as she is described in the more animal term “femelle.” The New Year's party she 
hosts is another example of the way in which she sets a stage for her guests with many 
African elements, including asking Saïda to prepare some traditional dishes from 
Cameroon. Two white women who are attending the party exclaim, “C'est vraiment 
l'Afrique ici” [“It’s just like Africa here”], recalling the indignant declaration of Sorraya 
at her own dinner party in Assèze l'Africaine (277). Performances such as these on the 
part of Ngaremba emphasize the fluid and changeable nature of her transnational identity. 
Not only is she pulled at different times by different cultural signifiers originating across 
two continents, she is also pulled by the contradictions of ascribing to an essentialist view 
of identity, or the idea that it is constructed.  
 Another important role Ngaremba plays is that of writer and activist. She supports 
herself and her daughter by working as an écrivain public serving the immigrant 
community of Belleville. She is paid by those who cannot read or write to compose all 
sorts of official documents from C.V.s to working papers, as well as the occasional love 
letter to send back home (of which she keeps a file of her best, most romantic examples 
for use as templates). Though she longs to use her creative and more literary side in 
passionate letters of ardor, jealousy, and anguish, most of the time her skills are set to use 
inventing a fiction of the immigrant experience in France to send back home. She debates 
whether to turn a client who works as a bouncer in a nightclub in the suburbs of Paris into 
a high-level government official or a brilliant student of biology before finally deciding 
on an executive of an oil company in a missive to his mother (216-17). Even in this job 
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that may be less literary than she desires, she sees herself truly as a public writer: her 
writing is already “engaged” in the sense that it is done in the service of her community, 
though it may not be the kind of littérature engagée most think of. Ngaremba as écrivain 
public not only serves as a figure of the author herself in the text, but it adds a reference 
to a longer tradition of writing professions and literacy in the (post)colonial world. As 
Christopher Miller notes, “[...] literacy is not a neutral 'technology of reason' but, rather, a 
vehicle loaded with ideology. In the case of colonial Africa at least, this is certainly true. 
The first writers were not novelists and poets but secretaries, scribes, and interpreters 
employed by the colonizers” (163-64). This perspective may encourage the reader to 
rethink the activist role Ngaremba plays in her profession. As a public writer, she is still 
in the service of the colonizer, or rather the neocolonial power represented by French 
bureaucracy and administration. Even when she is not working on papers that specifically 
pertain to official government documentation, the letter she writes back home for this 
client in fact reinforces the fiction of immigration and the immense financial success that 
he is in reality not finding in the host country. But the fiction is not necessarily limited to 
letters such as this one; official documents can also be fictitious in that they are 
constructed. Identity papers are in fact the (neo)colonizers’ concept of a person's identity, 
constructing nationalities, genders, and job qualifications. As a public writer, Ngaremba 
is not only participating in this system, but helping to produce some of its structures.  
 Ngaremba's role as a writer and activist constantly puts her in situations that 
require conflicting performances. Her personal goal is essentially impossible: she reveals 
toward the end of the novel in an intimate conversation with Saïda a promise made years 
  
91
earlier to her dying sister that not a single woman or child more would die from lack of 
medicine (379). This impasse eventually leads to her suicide. Ngaremba's own situation 
could be seen as a commentary by the author of Les Honneurs perdus of her own 
impossible situation as a writer and activist, and the performances of a public figure. This 
novel in particular is interesting in that it was both critically acclaimed and stood trial 
after accusations of plagiarism. In the face of these accusations, “Beyala then turns to the 
question of her 'authenticity,' that is, what she describes as the intertextual nature of the 
African literary tradition. In other words, Beyala inflects the familiar 'race card' with the 
specificity of her Africanness. She and her writing are different, she claims, because she 
is an African woman,” (Hitchcott, “Prizes” 104). She defends herself in a paradoxical 
way, in effect performing an identity that claims to be essentialist. As Nicki Hitchcott 
observes, “On the one hand, Beyala's responses reflect the protean way in which she 
performs her public self in France; on the other, the campaign against Beyala […] 
demonstrates a refusal to accept 'authenticity' on anyone else's terms,” (“Prizes” 107). 
The book itself, and the criticism and controversy that stemmed from it, circulate in a 
public space, serving as a sort of performative act of the writer. Its constructed 
interpretation identifies Les Honneurs perdus as either the best novel of the year, or an 
illegal imitation; its author is either a literary star, or a plagiarist. “Beyala's authenticity, 
like her plagiarism, is performative, existing only in the moment of its articulation,” 
(Hitchcott, “Prizes” 107).  
 Jean-Luc Hennig, in Apologie du plagiat (1997), describes Beyala as the trope of 
the trickster in this affair. Kenneth Harrow sees possibilities for a similar connection, but 
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cautions against too simplistic an interpretation, placing Beyala’s actions within a 
Lacanian reading of subversion of the order imposed by the threat of castration. In his 
2002 book Less Than One and Double: A Feminist Reading of African Women's Writing, 
Harrow observes that,  
There can't be subversion without the threat of castration. Castration is the 
mechanism for establishing the symbolic order, both on the individual 
psychological level and on the level of the social order as a whole. Subversion is 
the refusal of that order. And plagiarism is an unacknowledged subversion of the 
legal and ethical order of the institutionalization of writing – of its inscription, 
performance, publication, and dissemination. Unwittingly, Beyala has placed 
these issues before us, and although one ought to be cautious about the 
employment of African folk figures as symbolic references, one can't help seeing 
in Beyala's posture the ever-recurring figure of the trickster in this affair (104). 
Harrow thus reads l’affaire Beyala and her subsequent self-defense as a subversive act – 
a more subversive act than her overtly political piece Lettre d’une Africaine à ses soeurs 
occidentales, a sort of companion piece to the Lettre I quoted at the beginning of this 
chapter. I agree with Harrow that Beyala here undermines literary industry authorities in 
her assertion of alternative modes of authentic or legitimate expression. To take this 
further, I argue that strict (authorial) identities are also subverted here. Beyala occupies 
multiple positions as a writer: both a publicly lauded novelist and a publicly accused 
plagiarist. At different moments in time she is a creative talent, or a criminal copyist, in a 
way that mirrors Sorraya’s and Ngaremba’s shifting positions. Taken synchronically, 
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these performances seem contradictory and inspire accusations of inauthenticity. But they 
also have the potential to provoke a reconsideration of the temporal element folded into 
performance and performativity, to remind the reader and the critic that all identities can 
only be articulated in the moment. Just as Ngaremba is caught in conflicting roles she 
must play, Beyala herself is classified in conflicting literary categories of what it means 
to be an African woman writer in the French literary landscape today. But in her perhaps 
contradictory performances, Beyala allows for criticism of the industry that circulates her 
work, and asks whether space might be made for more, different ways of thinking about 
the individuals behind the creative production consumed in the Parisian literary industry. 
Fatou Diome: Public Performances and Private  
 Fatou Diome, originally from Senegal, has lived in and written from Strasbourg 
since the 1990s. Her first book, a collection of short stories entitled La Préférence 
nationale, was published in 2001, and she has since followed it up with several successful 
full-length novels. I will focus on her first novel, Le Ventre de l'Atlantique (2003), and 
how Diome represents constructions of migrant identities, as well as her own authorial 
identity, in part through its intertextual dialogue with La Préférence nationale. Next, I 
will discuss her more recent novel Inassouvies, nos vies (2008), and specifically how she 
stages her process of writing through this novel's fictionalized protagonist. 
 Le Ventre de l'Atlantique is told from the point of view of Salie, a young 
Senegalese woman living in France, through telephone conversations and visits to her 
younger brother Madické, still in their home village of Niodior, an island off the coast of 
Senegal. This perspective gives the narrator multiple differentiating points regarding her 
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experience in France: Salie experiences the shift from rural life to an urban environment, 
first within Senegal, and then in her move to France. Salie very much resembles the 
nameless narrator in La Préférence nationale in regards to her occupation 
(writer/student/nanny) and home (present-day Strasbourg); additional parallels with the 
biography of Diome herself include the importance of Salie's grandmother who raised 
her, as well as references to a previous relationship with a French man. 
 Salie, and through this proxy Diome, speaks and writes against the misleading 
images of the migrant experience as seen by the residents of Salie's home village, in 
particular the younger generation as represented through Madické and his school friends. 
These experiences, exemplified by some of the villagers who have tried their luck in 
France and then returned to Niodior, are generally classified into two dichotomies of 
performance types: the athlete vs. the entrepreneur, and the failure vs. the success. 
Senegalese youth leave for France to make a fortune either through recruitment into a 
professional European soccer team, or to become self-made-men in commerce; they 
return either wildly successful to bestow gifts of wealth on their family and indeed the 
entire village, or are shunned when they return in economic failure. Of these possibilities, 
Madické clearly privileges the model of the star athlete, and failure is not an option. 
While the local businessman l'homme de Barbès (in fact, the owner of the first television 
in the village and on which Madické caught his first glimpses of European stadiums) may 
be “l'emblème de l'émigration réussie” [“the emblem of successful emigration”] in the 
village (33), what the boys really dream of is the success of superstar African soccer 
players on high-paying European teams as they see it depicted on television. Salie herself 
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occupies an ambiguous position in both of these dichotomies, to which I will return 
below.  
European soccer is just one of the powerful ways in which neocolonialism 
manifests itself in the new globalized world. Explaining the preferences of the boys for 
only French teams despite the visibility of other European clubs, Salie says, “Après la 
colonisation historiquement reconnue, règne maintenant une sorte de colonisation 
mentale: les jeunes joueurs vénéraient et vénère encore la France. À leurs yeux, tout ce 
qui est enviable vient de France” (53) [“After the historically recognized colonization, 
now reigns a sort of mental comonization: young people worshipped and still worship 
France. In their eyes, everything that is enviable comes from France”]. Not only is the 
spectacle of the game, and the celebrity that goes along with it, completely engrained into 
the consciousness of these young boys, it is specifically a model that implies control by 
the former colonial power. This new mental colonization, taking the form of seductive 
televised images of professional athletes, their exploits, and the money they make, sets a 
stage of what success means as an athlete, and in general. Success cannot be found in the 
home country, but rather only in the former colonial powers, now the economic capitals 
of a consumer culture that manufactures superstars from talented athletes. The boys hold 
on to spectacular stories such as these, even in the face of parable-like true stories such as 
the schoolteacher Ndétare's tale of Moussa, a local boy who was exploited by a French 
soccer team, and eventually was forced to return to Niodior where he later committed 
suicide.  
 The entrepreneur, or self-made-man, role is the other model of migrant success to 
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which the boys are exposed. L'homme de Barbès represents the model of immigration 
with a planned return. Over several years, his repeated trips between Paris and Niodior 
helped him earn not only his nickname for the quarter of Paris's 18th arrondissement he 
frequented, but financial success as shown by building a new house for his family filled 
with modern consumer goods such as kitchen appliances and a fine leather living room 
set. Dominic Thomas' reading of l'homme de Barbès sheds some light on the complexity 
of both his character's story and his role in the community in Niodior. Thomas begins by 
pointing out the significance of this man's moniker: a term that within the hexagon is read 
as a somewhat derogatory reference to an immigrant neighborhood not unlike Beyala's 
Belleville, Barbès here becomes a double signifier that evokes at once both the African 
migrant experience, and the social status awarded to those who have come back “from 
Paris.” While l’homme de Barbès shares stories of luxurious living in the French capital, 
in effect perpetuating the myth of immigration, Salie and her readers are aware of certain 
problems in this version of the story – it is likely that l'homme de Barbès struggled in 
poverty and difficult living situations like many of his countrymen upon their arrival in 
France. As Thomas observes, 
As such, l'homme de Barbès emerges as an emblem of opportunity and 
therefore of power, but in reality, contextualized within global capitalism, 
he stands paradoxically as an instrument of continued oppression: his 
master narrative both relegates him to a position of perpetual subjugation 
and triggers successive migrations that perpetuate a myth that ultimately 
serves the capitalist interests of European markets that control the 
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economy and further marginalize Africa (250, italics original). 
The storytelling of l'homme de Barbès is therefore another performance back home of 
one version of his immigrant experience. This glossing over of the more complex details 
of his Parisian lifestyle allow him to play the role of the unequivocally successful 
entrepreneur in front of the willing audience back home in Niodior. 
 Where does the role of the author fit in then, in this dichotomy of migrant 
experiences (athlete vs. entrepreneur)? Salie very clearly challenges the accepted 
understanding of the possibilities of emigration. To Madické, being an author is just 
another way of gaining celebrity and becoming rich, therefore most closely related to his 
understanding of the celebrity athlete. He relies on third-hand information about the 
literary success of his sister, which he insists must lead to financial success. In a 
telephone conversation with Salie, he says accusingly, 
Un gars du village revenu de France dit que tu réussis très bien là-bas, 
que t'y as publié un bouquin. Il jure qu'il t'a même vue à la télé. Des gens 
disent ici qu'un journal de chez nous a aussi écrit des choses à propos de 
ton livre. Alors, avec tout le fric que tu gagnes maintenant, si tu n'étais 
pas égoïste, tu m'aurais payé le billet [d'avion], tu m'aurais fait venir chez 
toi (159). 
[A guy from the village who came back from France says that you’re 
really successful over there, that you published a book there. He swears 
that he even saw you on TV. People say around here that one of our 
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newspapers also wrote stuff about your book. So, with all the dough you 
must be making now, if you weren’t so selfish, you would have bought 
me the [plane] ticket, you would have brought me to your place.] 
Madické imagines that his sister must be earning a lot of money (the only conclusion he 
can draw based on other personalities he knows appear on television), and can't 
understand the complexities of life for a young, female, black intellectual in France. As 
the intertextual reference here reminds the reader familiar with Diome's fiction, academic 
and literary achievement does not automatically equate with a comfortable salary; the 
book to which Madické refers in this passage could easily be La Préférence nationale, 
and Salie a pseudonym for Fatou Diome. La Préférence nationale is sharply critical of 
racism and classism in French society as it continually addresses the bind in which the 
narrator finds herself as she is forced to take work far below her education level, but 
more in line with cultural assumptions about her race and gender, such as that of 
housekeeper or nanny. But Madické misses the message of the text itself – criticism of 
France and of the institutions and myths surrounding immigration – and only reads her 
outward performances of the role of successful author. The main point of reference he has 
for appearances on television are the athletic performances of his favorite soccer 
superstars; following this logic, Salie's appearance on these same international venues 
must go hand in hand with financial success. The more theatrical aspects of her role as 
author where she must put herself and her work on stage because of the demands of 
publishers and sales in fact work against the message at the core of the text for which she 
is receiving positive reviews: namely, that despite education and talent, it is nearly 
  
99
impossible to succeed as an immigrant in France. 
 In fact, the “gars du village” who reports back after seeing Salie on television in 
France is also caught up in a complex web of the fiction of immigration as perpetuated by 
televised media. Like l'homme de Barbès, this man also lives his life in a cycle of 
departures and returns between Senegal and France. When he sees Salie on a literary 
program in France, though completely ignorant of the contents of her book, nothing 
prevents him from constructing another fiction for himself: “[il a] bât[i] une épopée qu'il 
s'empressa de raconter dès son retour au village. […] Et puis, donner des nouvelles d'un 
autre émigré à sa famille restée au pays, ça vaut toujours reconnaissance et admiration” 
(163) [“he constructed an epic that he was pressed to tell as soon as he returned to the 
village. […] And of course, giving news of another émigré to his family back in the home 
country, that’s always worth recognition and admiration”]. Salie's compatriot first 
constructs his own fiction of what her life must be like, in essence falling victim himself 
to the myth of immigration and success. He then completes the cycle by repeating his 
story once back home, though without knowing if his version of the facts are true. He 
both falls victim to and perpetuates the same storytelling that Diome/Salie tries to write 
against, via the media representation of that very message. Diome's meta-commentary on 
the effect of her own work and her role as author seems to question her own good faith as 
écrivain engagé. 
 While Madické reads his sister's role as an author as something most closely 
related to the immigrant athlete because of her appearances in the media, being an author 
is also somewhat akin to being an entrepreneur, in the sense that the texts one produces 
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are the products one is selling. Salie's appearances in national media outlets in France and 
Senegal are also promotional then, part of the advertising she needs to do to sell herself, 
her image as the immigrant author, to increase sales of her product and hopefully to make 
her literary career profitable enough to live from. Simply being an author therefore 
already challenges the beliefs about immigration as Salie's role is something not quite 
understood by her compatriots. She occupies an ambiguous third position in the middle of 
the contrasting roles of athlete or entrepreneur. 
 Salie's profession places her directly in the public sphere, both in France and 
Senegal. Aside from her media presence, the activist angle of her public performance as 
writer is shown in her attempts to discourage Madické from leaving home, exemplified 
by an improvised speech she gives to the village boys while she is visiting Senegal. 
Ndétare, the schoolteacher and another voice that is critical of the ideal of emigration, 
prompts Salie to speak, hoping that her first-person account of the difficulties of the 
transnational experience will convince the boys to rethink their dreams of departure 
(174). For Ayo Coly, this social engagement is not only crucial to Salie’s character 
development; it distinguishes Diome from many of her contemporaries. Says Coly, the 
author is  
situate[ed…] in an anticolonial and nationalist narrative of home. […] The 
unfinished business of decolonization and nation-building that Diome 
uncovers in Le ventre de l’Atlantique brings up the function and 
responsibility of today’s postcolonial African writer. While theories of 
migritude affirm that the new generation of Francophone African migrant 
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writers has rejected notions of commitment, Diome refuses to shy away 
from this social responsibility (105). 
Salie, like Beyala’s Ngaremba, uses her position as writer to do something that she 
perceives will better her community. But Ngaremba uses her writing skills to facilitate the 
immigrant life in Paris; Salie uses fiction – and the attendant platform that her fiction’s 
success garnered her – to explicitly denounce the migration project altogether. 
 Salie then calls attention specifically to identification and documentation 
problems posed by the reality of immigrant life in France, and the discrepancy between 
different constructed identifying labels. “En Europe, mes frères,” she addresses the group 
of teenagers, “vous êtes d'abord noirs, accessoirement citoyens, définitivement étrangers, 
et ça, ce n'est pas écrit dans la Constitution, mais certains le lisent sur votre peau” (176) 
[“you are first black, incidentally citizens, definitively foreigners. And that’s not written 
in the Constituion, but some people read it on your skin”]. She underlines the fact that, 
even in an ideal situation in which one would in theory have valid passports, visas, and 
maybe even French citizenship, these official forms of identity are not the ones that 
operate in daily interactions in the world. Diome here exposes one of the contradictory 
situations resulting from France's republican ideals in government and society: in a 
country that is officially ethnically blind, after naturalization an individual is nothing but 
“French” on identity cards, passports, and in government statistics. Yet outside of the 
abstract definitions on paper, the title of étranger never goes away in the public 
discourse. Even when referring to second- or third-generation immigrants, these natural-
born French citizens are designated by using the term “foreigner.” The color of a person's 
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skin is “read” like a text, though it is a signifier that cannot be read in an actual written 
text, the French Constitution. Salie insists to the boys that their situation will be even 
more difficult as “Clandestins, sans diplôme ni qualification” (177) [“Undocumented, 
without diploma nor qualifications”]. If the foreigner-citizen, such as Salie, at least has 
the concrete proof (a passport or identity card) of an abstract identity (her nationality) 
behind the signifier of her skin color and the term “étranger,” life without these fabricated 
outward signs is even more difficult. The future is at best a life of poverty and menial 
labor, and at worst a long wait for deportation and a charter flight back home.  
 This scene is perhaps the most explicit in showing Salie as the figure of the 
activist writer. The argument against emigration she presents to the boys is a distillation 
of the one presented in the novel as a whole. Salie as author is a speaking, engaged 
individual, as the references to her television appearances already imply. But in this scene 
the reader sees in more specific terms what her public statements might consist of. Salie 
writes not only for the aesthetic aspects of literature, but also to communicate her 
political and social positions. Even the intertextual reference to Senghor in this chapter 
serves to reinforce the fusion of literary and political figures. One of Madické's 
companions refuses Salie's image of a France where poverty still exists, especially among 
the marginalized, remarking, “En plus, en ce moment, le Premier ministre est socialiste, 
comme Senghor; c'est la gauche qui est au pouvoir, comme on dit, des gens qui aident les 
pauvres, quoi” (177) [“What’s more, right now, the Prime Minister is socialist, like 
Senghor; the left’s in power, like people say, they’re, like, the ones who help poor 
people”]. Just as Beyala positions herself against Senghor's Negritude in her anti-
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essentialist representations of race and ethnicity, Diome must position herself in relation 
to the most recognized author-politician from Senegal. She must outline where she stands 
in this over-determined heritage that she receives from her fellow countryman, first 
president of Senegal and first black member of the Académie française. This signifier 
(Senghor) is a referent that both legitimizes her to write in its acknowledgment of her 
received literary heritage, and defines her own position. The over-simplified vision of 
socialist party politics portraying a myth of international solidarity, and of the figure and 
legacy of Senghor himself is clearly criticized by Salie/Diome's argument for a more 
nuanced understanding of the complexities of coming to France searching for economic 
success. At the same time, Diome’s position against rather than aligned with Senghor’s 
legacy could also be read as a gendered counterpoint to that figure. As Tracy Denean 
Sharpley-Whiting has observed in her examination of the women of the Negritude 
movement, “The masculinist genealogy constructed by the poets and shored up by 
literary historians, critics, and Africanist philosophers continues to elide and minimalize 
the presence and the contributions of black women, namely their francophone 
counterparts, to the movement’s evolution” (10). While Madické’s (male) friend 
uncritically accepts an untarnished legacy of Senghor and those who subscribe to the 
same political party, the fact that Salie pushes back against this simplistic impression of 
party politics across borders may hint at a desire to complicate other aspects of Senghor’s 
and the Negritude movement’s legacy, namely, the exclusion from the accepted narrative 
of the women like the Nardal sisters who were instrumental to the movement’s formation 
and advancement. 
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 In this way, the reader again sees the fusion of the two fictional narrator figures of 
La Préférence national and Le Ventre de l'Atlantique with Diome herself. Aside from the 
autobiographical aspects of the two works that clearly overlap with Diome's real life, 
these fictional works allow her to comment on the public role of the writer in a very 
personal way. Taking her place as an activist writer takes on a different meaning for 
Diome than previously seen in Beyala's author figures. The author is a public figure in 
this novel, but one more closely intertwined with the work of the creator of the text the 
reader holds in her hands. She acknowledges the impasse in which she finds herself, not 
dissimilar to that of Beyala's Ngaremba, when the success of her writing is itself 
dependent upon undermining the myths of success and celebrity available to the African 
immigrant to France. Her appearances on television both give her a platform from which 
to speak, and convince an eager audience at home that fame and fortune are waiting for 
them just on the other side of the Mediterranean. 
 Another text in which Diome stages her authorial persona is in her 2008 novel 
Inassouvies, nos vies. Set in the present-day Strasbourg that Diome continues to call 
home, it tells the story of Betty, a young single woman who has immigrated to France 
from an unnamed former French colony, and earns her living as a writer. Mostly a loner, 
Betty spends much of her day in her apartment observing the lives of the residents of the 
building across from her. With the information she gleans through these studies, she fills 
in the gaps with her own invented narratives about their lives, and at times even 
intervenes through conversation in chance meetings in the neighborhood. In the case of 
the elderly neighbor she nicknames Félicité, the two form a close bond after Betty seeks 
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her out following the former's displacement to a nursing home. Both of these sites – her 
observatory from her window, and her more active engagement with the residents of the 
nursing home – are stages from which the reader can observe certain elements of a 
purposeful framing by Diome of the task of the writer. 
 In this passage from the Prologue, the narrator describes Betty's work as 
discursive embellishment and intervention, comparing it to textile work: 
Tenaillée par la curiosité, rendue fébrile par l'attente de détails qui ne 
venaient pas, l'observatrice décida de se muer en brodeuse. Il a bien fallu 
que quelqu'un imagine la laine ailleurs que sur le dos des moutons, le 
coton hors des champs, pour que nous ayons des châles au cou et de 
beaux draps pour couvrir nos amours. Betty avait trop de métier pour ne 
pas rêver en dentelle. Elle se mit à l'œuvre. Elle ne serait plus passive, à 
tendre l'oreille et à jeter des coups d'œil. Désormais, les quelques signes 
qu'elle percevrait lui serviraient de coton brut qu'elle filerait délicatement 
afin de tisser de quoi habiller les vies qu'elle subodorait (16-17). 
[Tormented by curiosity, feverish with the expectation of details that did 
not come, the observer decided to transform herself into embroiderer. 
Someone had to have imagined wool elsewhere than one the backs of 
sheeps, cotton out of the fields, for us to have shawls around our necks 
and beautiful sheets to cover our lovers. Betty had too much experience 
to not dream in lace. She got to work. She would no longer be passive, 
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lending her ear and glancing. From now on, the few signs that she could 
perceive would serve as raw cotton that she would delicately spin in 
order to make what was necessary to dress up the lives she sensed.]  
Writing here is compared to embroidery, spinning, or weaving. In this way Diome is 
placing this particular writing within a gendered organization of labor, textile work being 
long associated with women's tasks; here, then, writing is also presented as gendered 
work. The narrator also describes the shift the observer makes from a passive to a more 
active role; writing, even when it is based on social observation and recording of reality-
based events, requires some degree of not only active participation but imagination and 
invention. This imaginative aspect of writing is presented as decorative but also practical. 
Betty practices literary embroidery, lace-making, yet at the same time this inventiveness 
is compared to the creativity required in being the first to imagine the potential of a raw 
material (the sheep's wool on its back) for use in a practical and even comforting use 
(spinning wool into yarn for keeping warm). The task of the writer is thus framed as not 
only aesthetic, creative practice, but also serving a utilitarian role. The writer is not only 
artist but worker. 
 It is also important to note that the writer is shown as having a certain degree of 
agency here: “l'observatrice décida de se muer en brodeuse” (17-18, my emphasis) [“the 
observer decided to transform herself into an embroiderer”]. The individual does play a 
role in the construction of the self into taking on not only a type of task but a role to play. 
Diome also emphasizes the transformative aspect of the act on the actor. The reflexive 
verb “se muer” turns the action back on the subject, and labels her, as an individual, 
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based on these tasks (“brodeuse”). Taking up the practice of creative writing is also a 
definitive practice for the practitioner herself.  
 The Prologue continues with the narrator's self-reflective commentary on the 
moral question of what the writer does in creating a literary text based on undisclosed 
observations of others' lives. The writer here is first presented as one who “decodes” the 
obscure or incomprehensible languages of the subjects under her eye for the eventual 
reader. “L'immeuble d'en face était devenu […] la tour de Babel dont elle voulait décoder 
tous les langages” (18) [“The apartment building across the way had become […] the 
Tower of Babel, whose every language she wanted to decode”]. She next makes apparent 
the connection between what she is doing and the work of the sociologist, as well as the 
possible questionable morality of both of those roles. “Ô, âmes étriquées, n'agitez pas 
votre mauvaise langue! N'allez surtout pas parler de voyeurisme! Sinon, refermez ce livre 
et dites ! De quoi se nourrissent vos livres préférés ? C'était tout bonnement de 
l'espionnage sociologique” (18) [O, small souls, do not move your evil tongues! Above 
all do not speak of voyeurism! Otherwise, close this book and tell me! What nourishes 
your favorite books? It is quite simply sociological espionage”]. Addressing the reader 
directly, she pre-empts any attacks or accusations one could make against the writer by 
including the reader in the act of observing human lives, not only in the specific instance 
of this novel, but in literature in general. The reader can hardly accuse Betty of 
“voyeurisme” since she declares that most of the readers' favorite books are founded on 
“espionnage sociologique;” the narrator implies that good literature that speaks to the 
reader is necessarily based in observation, sometimes morally questionable observation, 
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of individual lives. If the reader is to accuse the writer of impropriety, this accusation is in 
bad faith, as the reader also has taken and continues to take pleasure in the products of 
this particular kind of spying. This passage can also be read in the context of 
(post)colonial writing and more specifically the legacy of sociological and 
anthropological writing done by Europeans in/on colonized communities. The figure of 
Betty is in effect reversing this model: she is rather the former subject from France's 
previously colonized territories overseas now come to the metropole, taking up the white, 
“native” inhabitants of Strasbourg as her own subjects to be analyzed under a 
sociological-turned-literary microscope. Diome is not the first nor only contemporary 
writer to use such a strategy, but it continues to at the very least jar the reader into taking 
notice of a generally accepted trope – the white ethnologist traveling abroad – that is put 
into question.6 
 Betty's role as observer expands when she begins her regular visits to former 
neighbor Félicité at the nursing home. Now, engaging in dialogue with the woman she 
once only observed silently from afar, Betty no longer has to be the sole inventor of 
narration to explain the silent actions she observes through the window. She does not 
completely abandon her role as writer and creator to fall into that of sole spectator, 
however: “[...Betty] éprouvait le besoin de trier, d'ordonner les événements afin de se les 
rendre intelligibles. Écouter ne lui suffisait plus” (94-95) [“Betty felt the need to sort and 
put in order the events in order to make them intelligible. Listening was no longer enough 
                                                        
6 Her contemporary Bessora structures the entire novel of 53cm (1999) around this 
pointed role reversal; Bernard Dadié observed the curious habits of Parisians as early 
as 1959 in Un nègre à Paris. 
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for her”]. Here she again adopts some of the task of “decoding” referred to earlier; 
Felicité’s own narration of her past and present life is filtered through the sorting and 
ordering done by the other narrator, Betty, in order to give meaning to the spoken words. 
This creative act – sifting out what is unnecessary or what does not contribute to the 
desired message, putting a chronology or an aesthetic in a specific order – is what gives 
the raw material of the subject's experiences as told in the first person not only 
cohesiveness but significance. Within this sociological model of writing, the only way 
that a story can be understood is with the intervention of the outside observer/author to 
(super)impose a narrative on the fragmentary life events of the subject. Betty is not 
simply recording the story here, she is revising, correcting, even acting as editor. She 
admits to not being able to adopt the mechanical, scientific language of simple recordings 
of facts; the subjective and the affective are impossible to remove from her writing: “Elle 
écrirait donc, comme on constate, comme on dresse un procès-verbal, sauf qu'il lui était 
impossible d'atteindre la froide indifférence d'une expertise. Les émotions d'autrui 
prélèvent leur tribut, on ne s'y expose pas sans risque” (95) [She would write then, as one 
observes, as one completes an official report, except that it would be impossible for her to 
attain the cold indifference of expertise. The other’s emotions take their toll, one doesn’t 
expose oneself to them without risks”]. Creative writing allows space for affect in a way 
that strictly sociological writing does not. While this grants a certain freedom for the 
writer, it is also a source of risk or danger; these perceptions of danger are not limited to 
the creator, but also can extend to her subjects.7 
                                                        
7 Edwidge Danticat addresses the risks of writing and reading, and specifically for 
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 For example, taking up the task of creation, of writing, can evoke suspicion: “Un 
jour, [Betty] arriva, un carnet en main. Félicité, voyant son air studieux, fut intriguée. -- 
D'abord des livres, maintenant vous venez avec un carnet. Ne me dites pas que vous allez 
m'espionner ?” (95) [“One day, Betty arrived, notebook in hand. Félicité, seeing the 
other’s studious look, was intrigued. ‘First books, now you come with a notebook. Don’t 
tell me you’ve come to spy on me?’”]. Writing and being an author evoke suspicion and 
wariness. The term “espionage” returns when referring to Betty's practice. The profession 
of writing is seen as suspect, yet still viewed with an eye of curiosity (Félicité is 
“intriguée”). It is in part this intrigue, this curiosity, which drives the public performance 
of authorship that I will explore in Chapter 4; the desire of the public to understand the 
author as person but also her process and practice is what creates the demand for the 
spectacle of authorship.  
 Soon, Betty enlarges her project to include remembrances of the rest of the 
residents in Félicité's nursing home. She records true stories as remembered by her 
subjects, but wishes to keep their personal information private:  
Pour préserver l'anonymat de ses interlocuteurs et par volonté de 
distanciation, elle préféra situer l'action dans une autre région. Comme elle 
avait séjourné en Picardie, elle en fit le cadre de son récit ; cette 
                                                                                                                                                                     
immigrant writers and readers, in her 2010 essay Create Dangerously: The Immigrant 
Artist at Work: “Create dangerously, for people who read dangerously. This is what I’ve 
always thought it meant to be a writer. Writing, knowing in part that no matter how trivial 
your words may seem, someday, somewhere, someone may risk his or her life to read 
them” (10). She in part borrows the title of the volume from Camus’ Caligula, and draws 
parallels between that character’s choices of execution or exile, and the perils of being an 
immigrant and an artist. Diome’s Betty may also feel that she is “creat[ing] dangerously” 
in her attempt to record Félicité’s life from a position of an immigrant writer. 
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transposition lui permettait également de rendre hommage aux 
inoubliables retraités qu'elle y avait côtoyés. En définitive, le lieu importait 
peu, tant ces grand-mères et ces grand-pères qui discouraient en 
rappelaient d'autres, sous d'autres cieux (97).  
[To preserve the anonymity of her interlocutors and from a desire to 
distance [herself from her subjects], she preferred to situate the action in 
another region. Since she had stayed in Picardie, she made it the frame for 
her story; this transposition also allowed her to honor the unforgettable 
retirees that she had spent time with there. Ultimately, the place mattered 
little, these grandmothers and grandfathers telling stories reminded one so 
much of others, under other skies.] 
This passage creates an interesting dialogue when placed next to the acknowledgements 
which open the book, in which Diome thanks the “retraités de Laon,” a town in the 
Picardy region of France, for “nos goûters du mardi et [...] vos tranches de mémoire qui 
me nourissent encore” [“our Tuesday afternoons and […] your slices of memory that still 
nourish me”] during the years 2003 and 2004. This acknowledgment seems to imply that 
this particular retirement community in fact served as the basis for Diome's novel, despite 
her being based in Alsace. The fictionalized version, the actual text of Inassouvies, nos 
vies, presents the opposite story: Betty collecting the stories in her adopted home of 
Alsace, yet presenting it as the stories of residents of Picardy. These conflicting 
affirmations are similar to the visions on two warped mirrors placed face to face. The 
perfect mise en abime of repeated images is slightly off, distorted, and the form is 
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refracted with each pass through, leaving the viewer to wonder where exactly to place the 
point of origin, if indeed one can be located at all. Diome effectively forces the reader to 
question the trope of the “based on a true story” narrative, which she herself had relied on 
in her earlier fiction. I will return to a similar play between conflicting affirmations on the 
limits of the text and within the fictional body of the text itself below in the novels of 
Alain Mabanckou. 
 Soon arrives a transitional moment in not only the writing process but the 
transformation of the writer's role. Betty physically closes the door on her task as scribe 
once the recordings are completed, then returns to the embellishment stage, or rather the 
filling in, the fattening up of the narration: “Le scribe referma son carnet, conscient de 
tout ce qui avait échappé à sa plume, pour aller épaissir les murs du silence” (116) [“The 
scribe closed her notebook, conscious of everything that has escaped her pen, to go build 
up the walls of silence”]. After collecting the stories of men and women reminiscing 
about their experiences of the Second World War, Betty's work of the writer, and not just 
as the recorder, can begin. Diome frames the practice of actually producing a text as a 
solitary act, done in the dark, almost mysterious overnight hours:  
Ce fut donc tout naturellement qu'elle s'installa devant son ordinateur, 
avec sa tasse de thé. Elle venait de se prendre elle-même en otage! 
Combien de temps cela allait-elle durer? Combien d'invitations allait-elle 
encore devoir refuser, avant de finir son texte? Combien de rancœurs 
allait-elle encore susciter malgré elle? Eh bien, tant pis! L'écriture était 
son seul maître! Écrire, encore et toujours. Une façon de mettre de 
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l'ordre, de nettoyer là où le détergent ne sert à rien. Chacun fait son 
ménage comme il peut. À partir de ce moment-là, Betty plongea dans 
l'encre de sa plume; elle n'en sortait que pour massacrer son clavier 
(206). 
[It was in a completely natural way then that she settled in front of her 
computer, with her cup of tea. She had just taken herself hostage! How 
long would she last? How many invitations would she have to again 
refuse before finishing her text? How much bitterness would she cause in 
spite of herself? Well, too bad! Writing was her only master! Write, again 
and always. A way of putting things in order, of cleaning in places where 
detergent was useless. Everyone arranges their lives as they can. From 
this moment on, Betty dived into the ink of her pen; she surfaced only to 
massacre her keyboard.] 
This mis en scène follows that most closely of the romantic, tortured writer, locking 
him/herself away and wrenching out the stories inside the creative spirit. While the 
modern version of this writer works on a keyboard and a computer, the romantic imagery 
of pen and paper is still there (“Betty plongea dans l'encre de sa plume...”). Writing is 
clearly presented as a physically tortured act: “Écrire, c'est dormir moins bien que les 
autres et être assez maso pour se dévaster l'âme, comme on essouche une plantation” 
(207) [“Writing means sleeping less well than others and being masochistic enough to 
destroy one’s soul, like ripping out the stump of a plant”]. There is necessary auto-
punishment in order to create something of aesthetic value. The writer, then, is self-
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sacrificing and obsessive. The practice is framed in a way that seems to de-emphasize the 
learned skill and working aspect of creation, in the sense that it would be the result of a 
certain personality type, as opposed to a process or practice that one could learn, which 
Diome's weaving and embroidery imagery from earlier in the novel could imply.  
 Finally, in these concluding chapters of the novel, Diome frames Betty's writing 
as also at least partly an act of therapy. As in the case of Beyala's Assèze, writing 
becomes a site for processing trauma and loss for Betty, particularly after the sudden 
death of both Félicité and a close male friend. Though the writing is (presented as) less 
directly autobiographical than the text Assèze writes – it is not a fictionalized memoir in 
the way that the first-person Assèze l'Africaine is – the manuscript Betty produces (it is 
unclear if this manuscript is meant to be the originating document of the book the reader 
holds) still is a work, both oeuvre and travail, of not only remembrance and mourning 
done for the Other but also a personal work. Betty, in contrast with Salie of Le ventre de 
l'Atlantique, is a private figure, and her character emphasizes many of the interior, 
solitary aspects of the writer. 
 Alain Mabanckou: Genesis of an Author (Figure) 
 Another example of the autobiographical writer presence is found in Mabanckou's 
novel Black Bazar, largely based on his own life in Paris, his forging of a friendship with 
Haitian writer Louis-Phillippe Dalembert, and his subsequent beginnings as a writer. This 
fictionalized telling of his own apprenticeship in writing and in being a public figure not 
only invites the reader familiar with the sites and neighborhoods of Paris that serve as the 
backdrop to the novel to place the characters in these real spaces, but also figures this 
  
115
process in a theatrical and even comical way.  
 The novel opens with a Prologue, in which the narrator explains that he began 
writing a journal at home as a way to get past the particularly painful ending of a recent 
relationship (12-13). This original impetus for setting word to page is similar to Assèze's 
therapeutic writings. While Beyala's narrator in that instance remains a private author 
figure and neither makes herself present in the public sphere nor focuses on her own 
external performances as writer, Mabanckou's will move in quite the opposite direction. 
Later in the novel, in fact, he qualifies this statement on personal writing from the 
Prologue, implying that the fact that his beginnings as a writer occurred at the same time 
as his failed relationship is almost coincidental; rather, he owes everything to his meeting 
the Haitian novelist Louis-Philippe (161). Instead of embracing a tradition of personal 
writing that is also associated with women's writing (and in this instance, with one 
woman in particular, his former girlfriend), Mabanckou's narrator purposefully distances 
himself from this heritage. He chooses instead to align himself with a model of male-
centered apprenticeship, under the direction of Louis-Philippe, that is focused more on 
professionalization of the authorship role. Throughout the process of his development 
there are many instances of figuration of the writer. I classify these moments into two 
main types: first, references to or moments that cross over into Mabanckou's “real life”; 
and second, instances of the self “doing author,” including mentoring moments from 
Louis-Philippe. Finally, the conclusion of the novel – which coincides with both the 
beginning of his relationship with Sarah as well as his ending the draft of his book – will 
be examined as the moment of transition to his role as professional author, literally 
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finding his own voice in the text.  
 Black Bazar is a fictionalized account of Mabanckou's own process of initiation to 
the craft of writing. But more than this, the novel also plays with the attentive reader on 
what is real and what is fiction; Black Bazar cannot be reduced to simple roman à clef. It 
also, in its very form, questions assumptions made about contemporary francophone 
authors. At times, the narrator gives the reader direct hints that it should be assumed that 
the novel is only representing the author's real life, such as this later reflection on his 
writing process during his mentorship with Louis-Philippe: “[...J]e me suis rendu compte 
que je ne pouvais écrire que sur ce que je vivais, sur ce qu'il y avait autour de moi, avec le 
même désordre...” (168) [“I realized that I could only write what I lived, what was around 
me, with the same disorder…”]. Writing can only be autobiographical here: it is the only 
way to write authentically, or even write well.  
 Aside from references to the real Parisian landscape familiar to the author (Jip's, a 
bar he frequents in the first arrondissement; Le Rideau rouge, a bookstore in the 
eighteenth; as well as other references to the Château-Rouge neighborhood), Mabanckou 
plays on references to other biographical facts about his life, inserting them or obscuring 
them at any given moment in the narrative. For example, the novel is dedicated “À 
Pauline Kengué, ma mère” [“To Pauline Kengué, my mother”]; readers familiar with 
Mabanckou's other novels will notice this same dedication elsewhere (Verre Cassé and 
Mémoires de porc-épic as well as 2010's Demain j'aurai vingt ans) and seeing as its place 
is strictly speaking outside the text itself and therefore before the presumed contract of 
fictionalization has passed between author and audience, the reader takes it as a reference 
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to Mabanckou's real, biological mother. The attentive reader may then be surprised later 
in the novel that, when discussing his childhood, the narrator describes himself as “le fils 
de […] Pauline Kengué” (101) [“the son of […] Pauline Kengué”]. In this instance, 
Mabanckou makes his narrator Fessologue his direct stand-in with regards to his own 
biographical past, almost insisting that the public read his references to his own 
experiences as more than mere allusions, but as reality-based biography about the writer.  
 These intimations are further complicated in a later passage referencing the 
narrator's past in Pointe-Noire, and his subsequent immigration to France (193-200). This 
narrative effaces the one usually presented by the author in interviews and non-fiction 
writing, such as Le Sanglot de l'Homme Noir (2012), that he came to France legally as a 
student, obtained a law degree, went on to work for a major French utility company 
before becoming a writer, and in fact is a French citizen. In contrast, the Fessologue 
describes hard manual labor in Pointe-Noire, clandestine immigration via Angola, and 
false working papers under a false name – this last fact given as justification for his use 
of a pseudonym in the novel (194). Aside from complicating the one-to-one relationship 
between narrator and author that seemed to be assumed up until this point, this passage 
provokes certain questions: Does this strengthen or degrade the novel's or the author's 
authenticity? Are there certain stories of immigration – perilous clandestine passages and 
faked documents – that better fit into the dominant narrative of immigration, that readers 
want to hear affirmed? Perhaps the narrator/author is playing to this; perhaps there is a 
staged performance of not only the author but of the immigrant author at play here.  
 Related to these more explicit references to (or masking of) real-life events, 
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Mabanckou also references in perhaps more subtle ways some of his other published 
texts, in another way making Black Bazar cross over from the realm of the strictly 
fictional to enter into dialogue with a representation of Mabanckou as embodied author. 
References to titles of his other novels are scattered throughout, including a comparison 
of his ex-girlfriend's face to a porcupine for its defensive look (72), and a description of 
Haitian writers in exile as “oiseau[x] migrateur[s]” [“migratory birds”] whom he wishes 
to imitate (183); readers will recall that Mabanckou was awarded the Prix Renaudot for 
Mémoires de porc-épic (2006), and that in 2011 he published a collection of essays titled 
Écrivain et oiseau migrateur (the latter title an oft-repeated image he uses to describe 
himself and his transient life). Towards the end of the novel, as Fessologue is moving 
closer to his own literary independence with a voice no longer necessarily dominated by 
that of Louis-Philippe, the reader catches a glimpse of the fully-developed voice of 
another narrator/stand-in used by Mabanckou in his novels Verre Cassé and Mémoires de 
porc-épic. Approched by a "Breton” in his habitual café-bar, the two strike up a 
conversation about African history. The narrator corrects the other man's confusion about 
the two Congos (“Bof, historiquement les deux Congo étaient un même territoire, on ne 
va pas en faire tout un plat!” 234; [“Pff, historically the two Congos were one territory, 
we’re not going to make a big deal out of it!”]), and launches into several pages of a 
monologue about the history of his home country and the heritage of colonialism in a 
larger sense. The narrator speaks in the near-run-on sentences and massive paragraphs 
seen in the two previously published novels, but also in the aggressive tone of 
Mabanckou's other narrator-double, Verre Cassé (234-41). Again, readers familiar with 
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Mabanckou's other works may see this as another sign that Black Bazar can be read very 
closely next to the author's own biographical narrative: Fessologue's arrival at his own 
creative style mimicking the same style which won Mabanckou himself recognition as a 
significant contemporary writer. Conflicting references and even stylistic choices such as 
this one constantly point readers to contradicting signs to place the text in the realm of 
fiction or autobiography. 
 Another important theme in Black Bazar is that of la Sape,8 and its connections to 
representations of authorship. Before his initiation into the writing life, Fessologue is a 
sapeur, and highly values his sense of name-brand, designer fashion as it projects his 
identity to the outside world. Initially, his conception of authorial identity is more or less 
based on similar modes of representation; that is to say, he tries to become an author 
based on outward practices and physical representations that he gleans from his 
encounters with Louis-Philippe. At first, these practices seem fairly typical of an 
apprentice author taking lessons from the master: Louis-Philippe recommends not only 
other Haitian writers such as Dany Laferrière (164-65) but also exposes him to Latin 
American literature to use as models, such as Pedro Juan Gutiérrez's Trilogie sale de la 
Havane, which the narrator reads very publicly in his daily trips on the Paris metro (48-
49). Louis-Philippe's mentorship process also extends to reading the narrator's first drafts 
and giving critical commentary. Fessologue describes their conversations over the phone:  
Je le tenais au courant de mes écrits, des oiseaux que j'avais vus s'agiter 
dans les arbres du jardin public, je lui assurais que j'avais noté le moindre 
                                                        
8 I will explain more about la Sape in depth in Chapter 4. 
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de leurs gestes, le moindre de leurs chants, et lui il me promettait de me 
lire, de me donner son avis. Si je voulais me confier à lui sur ce qui se 
passait à la maison, j'allais lui rendre visite, on s'attablait dans un café de 
son voisinage et je pouvais lui lire ce que j'avais griffonné les jours 
d'avant et comment L'Hybride foutait des embrouilles dans notre union... 
(131).  
[I kept him up to date on my writing, the birds I had seen fluttering in the 
trees in the public park, I assured him that I had noted their slightest 
movements, the least of their songs, and he promised he would read my 
work and give me his opinion. If I wanted to confide in him aabout what 
was happening at home, I would go visit him, we would get a table in a 
café near his place and I could read to him what I had scratched out the 
previous days and how Hybride was making problems in our union…] 
Here he is following the expert writer's advice to practice his craft through detailed, 
realist description of nature in his surrounding environment, beginning with the birds in a 
neighborhood park. The seeming contrast of this clichéd description with their more 
personal conversations at a local café about his troubled relationship is in fact not distinct 
upon a closer reading: the narrator's beginnings of description of his natural environment 
in the more typical understanding of that term – animals, trees – in fact continues as he 
describes his social environment – his troubled relationship with his girlfriend. The latter 
description of his surroundings is the one that will in fact later become the subject for the 
novel that could be the one that turned into Black Bazar. In fact, Louis-Philippe later 
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makes this more explicit in his advice to the aspiring writer, advising him, as his romantic 
relationship becomes increasingly strained, “Écris, écris ce que tu ressens...” (144) 
[“Write, write what you are feeling…”]. 
 In contrast with these perhaps typical practices for a beginning writer, is the other 
influential system of practices at work in the life of Fessologue. The narrator at first sees 
his creation of a new authorial role for himself as another accessory to be added to his 
wardrobe. In this passage, where he establishes a higher social status for himself and 
Louis-Philippe as compared to Hybride (Fessologue's competition for his girlfriend's 
affections), the narrator easily slides between physical descriptions of the Haitian writer 
and typical signs of a well-practiced sapeur: “Est-ce qu'il a une moustache comme moi 
ou comme mon ami l'écrivain Louis-Philippe? Est-ce qu'il a déjà porté des chaussures 
Weston dans sa vie? Est-ce qu'il sait nouer une cravate en soie? Est-ce qu'il sait pourquoi 
certains cols des chemises ont trois boutons? Est-ce qu'il peut reconnaître un tissu 100% 
laine vierge?...” (125) [“Does he have a moustache like me or like my friend the writer 
Louis-Philippe? Has he ever worn Weston shoes in his life? Does he know how to tie a 
silk tie? Does he know why the necks of dress shirts have three buttons? Does he know 
how to recognize cloth that is 100% virgin wool?...”]. The narrator clearly classifies 
Louis-Philippe as having the same respected social status as those who follow the rules of 
outward appearances of la sape. In this passage the social respect due the writer is framed 
as predicated on his mustache, a trait he shares with Fessologue, and although Louis-
Philippe himself is not a sapeur this common physical trait gives him the same status in 
the eyes of the narrator as those who have the education to recognize Weston shoes, and 
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other outward signs of distinction. These exterior signs on the body and in clothing 
resonate strongly with an image of theatrical costumes, and clearly inscribe these 
moments within a performance-based understanding of identity in general. Fessologue 
slips here between identifying with his writer mentor, and identifying with classic 
symbols of la sape like Weston brand shoes, blurring the separation between these roles 
of sapeur and writer. 
 In fact, Louis-Philippe repeatedly makes fun of his apprentice for the latter's 
fixation on designer clothing and outward representation. From the very first time 
Fessologue visits his friend's home, his status as sapeur is seen as a comedic element of 
his personality as opposed to one that allows him to be taken seriously. While the narrator 
admires Louis-Philippe's book collection, “Lui se moquait un peu de mon accoutrement. 
'Est-ce que les Congolais s'habillent toujours comme ça?'” (167) [“He made fun of my 
accessories a little bit. ‘Do Congolese guys always dress like that?’”]. This meeting 
inspires Fessologue to buy his first typewriter the following day, insisting on not using a 
computer, “parce que je voulais faire comme les vrais écrivains qui déchiraient les pages, 
les raturaient, s'interrompaient pour changer le ruban de leur machine...” (167) [“because 
I wanted to do like real writers do, ripping up pages, crossing them out, stopping to 
change the typewriter ribbon…”]. Although this purchase is perhaps the first step in 
moving him away from outward appearances and closer toward the writing life that 
Louis-Philippe opens up for him, it is interesting to note that his conception of authorship 
is still based on a performative, almost theatrical model: Fessologue imagines “real” 
writers are the ones who tear up their unsatisfactory pages, cross out unusable passages, 
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do the physical work of changing typewriter ribbons, and therefore these writers cannot 
work on a virtual space such as a computer. Writing practices here are physical, 
embodied. Using the word “real” also reveals the narrator’s commentary on authenticity 
here, though it is an authenticity rooted in the practice of authorship, as opposed to a 
fixed origin or internal way of being. For Fessologue, authentic authorship is expressed – 
and created – by the actions one takes and the performances one displays. 
 Later, these costumed performances of the writer return in a comic fashion, in part 
because of the narrator's inability to read the humor in Louis-Philippe's commentary. He 
describes his mentor's physical appearance in this way: 
Comme moi, Louis-Philippe a aussi une moustache. Il porte des lunettes 
de myopie, pas moi, ce qui est aussi normal parce qu'il a lu plus de livres 
que Roger Le Franco-Ivoirien, surtout des auteurs de l'Amérique latine. 
En plus il soutient qu'un écrivain doit porter des lunettes de myopie pour 
qu'on sente qu'il travaille, qu'il ne fait que ça, qu'il sue, les gens ne 
croient pas que toi tu es écrivain si tu n'as pas de lunettes de myopie 
(186). 
[Like me, Louis-Philippe also has a moustache. He wears classes for 
near-sightedness, not me, which is also normal because he’s read more 
books that Roger the Franco-Ivorian, especially writers from Latin 
America. Also he says that a writer must wear glasses so that one gets the 
impression that he’s working, that he does nothing but work, that he 
sweats, people don’t believe that you’re a writer if you don’t wear 
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glasses.] 
This passage is presented in a serious tone, in the voice of a sapeur painstakingly 
comparing his own looks with those of another friend, and possible rival. He underlines 
an aspect of the other's personal look that he himself lacks, and carefully notes what the 
effects of adding that accessory would be on his own image: specifically, the glasses are 
one of the key elements that will make the public see him as a serious writer, that more 
than a result of reading countless novels by other writers, the glasses are a sign that 
proves he has worked. Though Fessologue himself does not suffer from the physical 
symptoms that require this accessory, he adopts this fashion as an essential part of his 
initiation into the profession, though the apparatus itself is a false one: “Qu'on ne s'étonne 
donc pas si je porte maintenant des lunettes claires pour qu'on s'imagine que je suis 
myope” (186) [“You shouldn’t be surprised then that I now wear glasses with clear lenses 
so that people imagine I’m near-sighted”]. Just as the reader finds this matter-of-fact 
statement about frames with false lenses humorous, Louis-Philippe himself laughs when 
his apprentice débuts his new look, not only for taking his mentor's words so literally, 
truly believing that the glasses make the writer as the clothes make the man, but also 
because of Fessologue's inability to distance himself from his obsession with approved 
name-brands, even when faking an appearance:  
Le jour où il m'a vu avec ces lunettes il a ricané : – C'est vrai que je t'ai dit 
en blaguant qu'il fallait avoir des lunettes pour coller à l'image que le 
public se fait de l'écrivain, mais tu n'étais pas obligé d'aller acheter les plus 
chères à la rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré! (186). 
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[The day he saw me with the glasses he snickered, ‘It’s true that I told you 
jokingly that you had to have glasses to fit the image the public has of the 
writer, but you didn’t have to go buy the most expensive ones on the rue 
du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré!’] 
Again, the narrator easily slides between the rules of la sape and the practice of becoming 
a writer. The additional layer of humor here is of course that Fessologue in good faith 
takes Louis-Philippe at his word in a previous remark, as it easily fits within his own 
conception of how to define his identity in the world, almost solely through clothing and 
outward behaviors, and takes it so far as to buy expensive frames produced by designers 
on the rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré. Louis-Philippe finds the situation comical for the 
double level of Fessologue's misinterpretation: first, that his statement was serious at all, 
and second, that the brand of glasses would impact the public's view of him.  
 Throughout his initiation, Mabanckou's narrator also shares his commentary on 
the state of contemporary literature, or more specifically on the machines of media 
representation and criticism that surround literary production. Giving the context of his 
first encounter with Louis-Philippe, he says, 
Je n'avais pas entendu parler de cet écrivain avant. Moi je suis un type 
très prudent avec nos contemporains, je ne lis que les morts, les vivants 
m'énervent, ils m'agacent. Quand tu les vois à la télé ils te font des 
discours sur ce qu'ils écrivent et ils sont satisfaits comme s'ils avaient 
trouvé la pierre philosophale après avoir résolu le quadrature du cercle 
ou rempli le tonneau des Danaïdes le doigt dans le nez (162-63). 
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[I hadn’t heard of this writer before. I’m the type of guy who’s really 
careful with our contemporaries, I only read the dead ones, the living 
ones annoy me, irritate me. When you see them on TV they give you 
these speeches about what they’re writing and they’re as satisfied as if 
they had found the philosopher’s stone after having solved the problem 
of squaring a circle or filled the basin of the Danaides with their fingers 
up their noses.] 
Fessologue's disdain for contemporary writers seems to be rooted in, oddly enough, their 
outward performances and embodied representations in the media. The theatricality of 
what he perceives as self-satisfied discourses on their own intellectual prowess is 
specifically what drove him away from reading living writers. Here, he automatically has 
more respect for the classics, at least for texts written by authors who are already dead, 
seemingly because their written works must speak for themselves, without staged 
interviews and extra commentary from the creator of the work. This apparent 
contradiction with his own new habits in becoming a writer is particularly interesting 
when placed in the context of Mabanckou himself and his own presence in television, 
radio, and the Internet (explored in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4). 
 Returning to Mabanckou's staging of not only the writer but specifically the 
immigrant writer in Black Bazar, it is important to look at the narrator's reflection on 
Louis-Philippe's status as a Haitian writer in exile and the connection between this status 
and the industry of publishing and criticism. First, Fessologue addresses the stereotypes 
of the Haitian migrant as represented in mainstream culture: 
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Je me suis demandé pourquoi les Haïtiens sont soit écrivains de génie 
soit chauffeurs de taxi à vie à New York ou à Miami. Et quand ils sont 
écrivains ils sont en exil. Est-ce qu'un écrivain doit toujours vivre dans 
un autre pays, et de préférence être contraint d'y vivre pour avoir des 
choses à écrire et permettre aux autres d'analyser l'influence de l'exil dans 
son écriture? Pourquoi Louis-Philippe ne vit pas à New York ou à 
Miami? (181-82). 
[I always wondered why Haitians are either genius writers or taxi drivers 
for life in New York or Miami. And when they are writers they’re in 
exile. Must a writer always live in another country, and preferably be 
forced to live there in order to have things to write and allow others to 
analyze the influence of exile in his writing? Why doesn’t Louis-Philippe 
live in New York or Miami?] 
Though at first glance accepting these two type-personalities of Haitian migrants, the 
narrator is in fact questioning why it seems only these two prescribed options are 
available.9 Beyond only the possibility of two professions, the Haitian writer has 
additional constraints placed upon him (and in this schema it is indeed only the male 
writer who is represented): those who remain on the island are not represented, those who 
are not forced out for political or economic reasons are not counted in the image of 
Haitian authors presented to the world. And the critical machine is in part responsible for 
                                                        
9 His final question about New York and Miami could also be read as a reference to Dany 
Laferrière, who was at one time partly based in Miami, and in general is an emblematic 
figure of the Haitian literary diaspora in North America. 
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this myopic representation of who the Haitian writer is (or should be): a system of 
academics, critics, and other participants in the cultural media sphere that pick apart 
themes such as exile, to the extent that it is the only idea that an author from a certain 
country or region could address in his or her writing. 
 But the importance of exile is not limited to one nationality. Rather, as 
Fessologue's mentor presents it, exile is an aesthetic that any writer must experience and 
embrace in order to practice the craft: 
Louis-Philippe me dit que sans le mal du pays rien ne sort même si on 
voit des oiseaux qui s'agitent dans les branches. Or moi aussi je suis loin 
de mon pays, je me sens en exil, est-ce que je vais passer ma vie à 
pleurer sur ça? Ces écrivains haïtiens sont donc comme des oiseaux 
pourchassés. Chez eux on dit qu'il y a eu plus de trente-deux coups d'État 
et aucun pays au monde n'a encore égalé ce record. À chaque coup d'État 
des myriades d'écrivains ont émigré. Ils ont tout laissé chez eux, ils ne 
sont partis qu'avec leurs manuscrits et leur permis de conduire. J'aurais 
voulu naître haïtien afin d'être un écrivain en exil, de comprendre le 
chant de l'oiseau migrateur, mais je n'ai pas de manuscrits, je n'ai pas de 
permis de conduire pour, au pire, devenir chauffeur de taxi dans les rues 
de Paris... (182-83). 
[Louis-Philippe tells me that without homesickness nothing comes out 
even if you see the birds moving in the branches. Now I’m also far from 
my country, I feel like I’m in exile, am I going to spend my life crying 
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over it? These Haitian writers are like hunted birds, then. Where they’re 
from there were more than thirty-two coups d’état and no other country 
in the world has equaled that record. Each time there was a coup, a 
myriad of writers emigrated. They left everything back home, they left 
with only their manuscripts and their driver’s license. I would have liked 
to have been born Haitian so that I could have been a writer in exile, 
understood the song of the migratory bird, but I don’t have any 
manuscripts, I don’t have a driver’s license to, worst case scenario, 
become a taxi driver in the streets of Paris…] 
Though Fessologue is also living far from his home country, he does not identify with the 
image of the exiled writer as not only represented by but also preached by Louis-
Philippe. This passage in the center of the book however showcases his admiration for his 
mentor's model of success as a writer, and his desire to understand “le chant de l'oiseau 
migrateur.” Again, this phrase references a text that would come later from Mabanckou, 
Écrivain et oiseau migrateur, a collection of essays organized in the form of an alphabet 
book around themes, authors, and places that have influenced his life and his writing. In 
the essay “Oiseau migrateur (Je suis un),” he affirms that “Je ne suis pas devenu écrivain 
parce que j'ai émmigré” [“I did not become a writer because I emigrated”], but that the 
distance from his homeland allowed him to develop another view of his country which 
inspired a certain creativity in his writing process (Écrivain et oiseau migrateur, 116).  
 This passage also touches upon another form of construction of identity: one 
acquired through papers and documents. Another requirement for the exiled writer here is 
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that he has only left with manuscripts and a driver's license. Though the latter is often 
used as a form of identity paper, particularly in North America, the former is a 
specifically literary form of identity document. Despite the accoutrements for outward 
performances the Fessologue is gradually acquiring – glasses, typewriter, proper reading 
for the metro – he still doesn't have, at this stage of the novel, the ultimate construction 
required for authorial identity, a finished manuscript. He laments his lack of driver’s 
license and therefore his inability to even be a taxi driver in Paris, if this model of 
immigration could somehow satisfy him, but what is implied is his lack of 
authorial/authoritative identity papers.  
 Finally, the narrator's reflection on Haitian writers must be put in the context of 
Mabanckou's relationship with another contemporary writer from the Caribbean island, 
Dany Laferrière. While he is only briefly mentioned explicitly in Black Bazar (his writing 
is the subject of conversation at the book signing where Fessologue initially meets Louis-
Philippe), the extended reflections on the figure of the Haitian writer quoted above are 
taken up in other places in Mabanckou's work where his friendship with and mentorship 
from Laferrière are made clear. In Écrivain et oiseau migrateur Laferrière gets an entry in 
the alphabet book dedicated solely to him: “Laferrière (Lettre à Dany).” In the open letter 
Mabanckou recalls when he was first made aware of the other novelist's work, in fact 
before he himself had taken up writing. Remembering the first novel of Laferrière's that 
he had read, he recounts being immediately seduced by the topic and the language of the 
text: “...ce fut un livre qui parlait des livres, de la musique – et surtout de la condition 
d'écrivain. Le ton m'éblouissait, réveillait en moi d'autres horizons. […] J'étais à un doigt 
  
131
de me dire – comme, en son temps, Hugo au sujet de Chateaubriand –: 'Je serai Laferrière 
ou rien!'...” (88) [“…it was a book that spoke of books, of music – and above all the 
condition of being a writer. The tone overwhelmed me, awakened in me other horizons 
[…] I was this close to saying to myself – like, in his time, Hugo said of Chateaubriand --
: ‘I will be Laferrière or nothing!’”]. Rendering more complex the narrative of 
apprenticeship under Louis-Philippe seen in Black Bazar, Mabanckou frames his 
clarifying moment of declaring his desire to become a writer rather as a response to his 
initial reading of Laferrière, and not to an initial face-to-face meeting, but through his 
initial contact with the prose of another writer. Mabanckou maintains the masculine 
lineage of his apprenticeship sketched out in Black Bazar, however. Writing is clearly a 
man’s world in this universe, as first seen by the narrator’s nickname (Fessologue 
acquired his name because he is an expert in judging the “B-sides” of women who walk 
by in front of the café he frequents), then in the staging of his conversion to writing under 
the tutelage of Louis-Philippe. Even in this non-fiction essay, Mabanckou acknowledges 
his debt to Laferrière, while placing them in yet another tradition of French male 
authorship (and celebrity), Victor Hugo’s infamous declaration upon reading 
Chateaubriand as a young man. 
Mabanckou has paid homage to Laferrière elsewhere, such as in the dedication of 
Demain j'aurai vingt ans. Not limited to a purely literary dialogue, the relationship 
between the two men has also evolved into a deep friendship, that both discuss in their 
writing (Mabanckou addresses Laferrière as “mon vieux frère” or “my older brother” in 
Écrivain et oiseau migrateur for example) and in other venues in public, such as a 2007 
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joint panel discussion at the PEN World Voices Festival in New York. The younger writer 
specifically refers to Laferrière as his “mentor” for writing, “like Richard Wright was for 
James Baldwin. Dany Laferrière is my Richard Wright, even if I'm not James Baldwin.” 
Like the earlier parallel Mabanckou seeks with Hugo and Chateaubriand, he again 
envisions himself and Laferrière as another famous male pair of writers and intellectuals, 
this time specifically two black writers known in part for the time they both spent in 
France and the crucial importance this had on both their careers. I will address author 
interviews and appearances at festivals such as these in more detail in Chapter 4; 
however, this statement by Mabanckou also forces the reader to pose questions about the 
novel Black Bazar. Again, when the fictional narrative is placed within these contexts 
from outside the framework of the novel, it is clear that the author's stand-in is not 
completely his double. Though this novel tells the story of the apprentice writer, it is 
important to remember that it is the experienced, prize-winning author who has written it. 
Though elsewhere in his writing and speaking Mabanckou continually honors his old 
friend and mentor, here he chooses instead to mostly efface this huge figure in 
contemporary literature in French – Laferrière was elected to the Académie française in 
2013 – while asserting his own voice of an author-persona. We must look at two earlier 
novels to see another, more fully-developed form of this author figure. 
 Verre Cassé (2005) and Mémoires de porc-épic (2006) stage the author in a more 
fully-formed state, as well as present through a critical lens the process of publication in 
the Parisian-centered industry. The narrator and title character of Verre Cassé is a 
disgraced teacher who spends his days drinking in the café Le Crédit a Voyagé. The 
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owner of the café, L'Escargot entêté, hires him to record the daily dramas of his business 
and the stories of his patrons. The stream-of-consciousness narration is full of comical 
and even grotesque moments, and maintains an oral storytelling quality, even while 
constantly referencing the classics of French literature: the title of the café, translated as 
“Credit Gone West” in the English publication of the novel, could be read as an amalgam 
of Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit and Mort à crédit, for example. Verre Cassé 
constructs through these references along with its humor a contradictory image of 
authorship that is both highbrow yet at times crude in tone.  
 Verre Cassé is divided into two sections, “premiers feuillets” and “derniers 
feuillets” [“first part” and “last part”]. These sheets of paper correspond to the loose 
pages of the notebook on which the narrator records the story of the patrons of L'Escargot 
entêté's bar. Verre Cassé describes in the first lines of the text how his notebook came to 
be: “disons que le patron du bar Le Crédit à voyagé m'a remis un cahier que je dois 
remplir, et il croit dur comme fer que moi, Verre Cassé, je peux pondre un livre parce 
que, en plaisantant, je lui avais raconté un jour l'histoire d'un écrivain qu'on allait même 
ramasser dans la rue quand il était ivre [...]” (11) [“let’s say the boss of the bar Credit 
Gone West gave me this notebook to fill, he’s convinced that I – Broken Glass – can turn 
out a book, because one day, for a laugh, I told him about this famous writer who drank 
like a fish, and had to be picked up off the street when he got drunk […]” (1)]. In this 
way the narrator places himself within a heritage of a certain image of the male writer. 
The story mentioned here told by Verre Cassé could have referred to any number of 
writers, from Rimbaud to Hemingway, figures who are portrayed in popular culture 
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through images of the tortured artist who plays as hard as he writes. The owner of the bar 
then is trying to place Verre Cassé in this heritage in a way that would elevate the 
debauchery of the regular patrons of the Crédit a voyagé to a higher art form, in a similar 
way that the romantic image of the writer with excessive personal habits is justified by 
producing poetic art. These opening lines also throw the reader directly into the singular 
prose style of Verre Cassé: the novel seemingly starts mid-sentence, with no 
capitalization of the first word, “disons,” which is also a clear mark of orality. The only 
punctuation the narrator uses is the comma; there are at times different sections marked in 
the text by the start of a new page or double spaces, but never a period between 
sentences. As mentioned above, Mabanckou nods to this different writing style briefly in 
Black Bazar at the moment where the Fessologue is moving toward his own distinct 
voice as author. The narrator of this earlier novel, Verre Cassé, is the writer in his fully-
developed form, using a style that imitates the tangents and whims of the thoughts of the 
writer.  
 The intended audience for Verre Cassé's text is vague. He states,  
… lorsqu'il [le patron, L'Escargot entêté] m'avait remis ce cahier, il avait 
tout de suite précisé que c'était pour lui, pour lui tout seul, que personne 
d'autre ne le lirait, et alors, j'ai voulu savoir pourquoi il tenait tant à ce 
cahier, il a répondu qu'il ne voulait pas que Le Crédit a voyagé 
disparaisse un jour comme ça, il a ajouté que les gens de ce pays 
n'avaient pas le sens de la conservation de la mémoire, que l'époque des 
histoires que racontait la grand-mère grabataire était finie, que l'heure 
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était désormais à l'écrit parce que c'est ce qui reste... (11-12). 
[…when he gave me this notebook he said from the start it was only for 
hom, no one else would read it, and when I asked why he was so set on 
this notebook, he said he didn’t want Credit Gone West just to vanish one 
day, and added that people in this country have no sense of the 
importance of memory, that the day when grandmother reminisced from 
their deathbeds was gone now, this is the age of the written word, that’s 
all that’s left… (1)] 
Verre Cassé is writing for another, though the notebook is not meant to travel beyond this 
one reader, L'Escargot entêté. But the text does in fact circulate beyond its original 
purpose as a simple recorded history of the local bar, since the reader is holding the actual 
published text (I will return to this device of the fictionalized story of publication of the 
texts of Verre Cassé in more detail below). It is interesting to note that L'Escargot entêté 
explicitly states his reasons for wanting the notebooks is his lack of faith in the spoken 
word, and his assertion that “l'écrit […] c'est ce qui reste.” Contrary to the common trope 
often repeated about the reliance of African literature and history on orality, L'Escarcot 
entêté here embraces the importance of a written document, and even one in the former 
colonial language, for purposes of preservation. When viewed within the context of 
problematizing the postcolonial publishing industry in which writers like Mabanckou 
participate, it is striking to note such a clear declaration for the literary, particularly in 
contrast to Mabanckou’s own embracing of the digital realm, for example, which I 
explore in Chapter 3. 
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 But Verre Cassé is not wholly denying his own agency in writing this text. Again 
referring to the bar owner's request that he write the book, he says in the end of the first 
section, 
…je ne suis pas son nègre, j'écris aussi pour moi-même, c'est pour cette 
raison que je n'aimerais pas être à sa place au moment où il parcourra ces 
pages dans lesquelles je ne tiens à ménager personne, mais quand il lira 
tout ça je ne serai plus un client de son bar, j'irai traîner mon corps 
squelettique ailleurs, je lui aurai remis le document à la dérobée en lui 
disant 'mission terminée' (12) 
[…I’m not his ghost, I’m writing this for myself as well, that’s why I 
wouldn’t want to be in his shoes when he reads these pages, I don’t 
intend to spare anyone else, by the time he reads this, though, I’ll no 
longer be one of his customers, I’ll be dragging my bag of bones about 
some other place, just slip him the document quietly before I go, saying, 
“mission accomplished” (2)] 
He begins by denying being the “nègre” of L'Escargot entêté; the narrator here is playing 
on not only the literary term but also ironically on the racial one, refusing to efface 
himself for or subordinate himself to anyone else.10 He declares that he is also writing for 
himself, implying that because of this he will write freely regardless of the feelings of the 
characters in his text and whether or not they would be offended upon reading it. But 
Verre Cassé will efface himself physically at, if not before, the moment of the text 
                                                        
10 This nuance is lost in the English translation, where “ghost writer” loses the double 
meaning present in the French term “nègre.” 
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becoming public, that is to say the moment when he could chose to become a public 
figure (“j'irai traîner mon corps squelettique ailleurs”). At the same time, the narrator of 
Verre Cassé is aligning himself with the heritage of another African writer, Mongo Beti, 
in borrowing the last words of this passage from the title of his 1957 novel Mission 
terminée. Starting with this example in the opening pages, the narrator frequently uses 
this strategy in the novel, borrowing titles or references of other canonical works – many 
from African writers but also from French and World Literature – and incorporating them 
into dialogue or narration without citation or direct reference. The novel in this way is a 
sort of code for readers familiar with classic literature, particularly in French, that must 
be deciphered. The effect is clever and humorous at times, and also legitimizes the writer 
by demonstrating his familiarity with a broad range of classic authors while showcasing 
his originality in a new way of reappropriating them. 
 Mémoires de porc-épic, for which Mabanckou won the Prix Renaudot in 2006, 
adopts a similar style of narration as Verre Cassé, in long run-on sentences with only 
commas for punctuation. Ambiguity about the text's author begins before the narrative 
truly starts, with the dedication page, which reads, 
  Je dédie ces pages à mon ami et protecteur 
  L'Escargot entêté, aux clients du bar 
  Le Crédit a voyagé, 
  et à ma mère Pauline Kengué 
  de qui je tiens cette histoire 
  (à quelques mensonges près) 
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[This book is dedicated to my friend and protector, Stubborn Snail, to the 
customers of Credit Gone West and to my mother, Pauline Kengué, who 
handed down this story (give or take a few lies)] 
At first glance, this appears to clearly identify the narrator of Mémoires de proc-épic as 
the fictional Verre Cassé, as the reference to his “ami et protecteur” and to the bar of the 
previous novel indicate. But the reference to Mabanckou's real mother in the first person 
using the voice of his fictional author, as seen in Black Bazar, sets up an intricate set of 
mirrors that reflects and refracts the image of the writer of the text. 
 As the novel begins, the reader is introduced to the porcupine narrator whose 
memoirs make up the novel. Aside from having a talent for writing, the porcupine is also 
the “double nuisible” [“harmful double”] of his human master, Kibandi. Human and 
porcupine were joined together in a ritual in Kibandi's youth; as an adult he is able to use 
the porcupine to anonymously commit terrible acts, including murder, against his 
enemies in his village. The porcupine is the double of the original, that is the human 
Kibandi; this animal protagonist could also be read as a metaphor for the embodied 
author who relies on altered images of himself to speak, to do his works, through these 
written texts. The porcupine describes himself as “le troisième œil, la troisième narine, la 
troisième oreille de mon maître, ce qui signifie que ce qu'il ne voyait pas, ce qu'il ne 
sentait pas, ce qu'il n'écoutait pas, je le lui transmettais par songes, et lorsqu'il ne 
répondait pas à mes messages, j'apparaissais devant lui à l'heure où les hommes et les 
femmes [du village] allaient aux champs” (14) [“my master’s third eye, his third nostril, 
his third ear, which means that whatever he didn’t see, smell, or hear, I transmitted to him 
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in dreams, and if ever he didn’t reply to my messages, I’d appear before him just as the 
people of Séképembé were going out into the fields” (4-5)]. The animal is linked not only 
spiritually or psychologically with the human here, but physically through the body. He 
takes in sensory information about the world via the third eye, ear, nostril that he 
represents for his master. If the porcupine as double is, again, metaphor for the authorial 
persona as double of the individual, this passage seems to reinforce for the reader the 
importance of considering this persona as an embodied being with strong connections to 
the individual with a biography.  
 It is not until the annex at the end of the book, however, that the reader is 
reminded of the ambiguous authorship of the dedication, and that this is (presented as) 
the fictional Verre Cassé's fictional work. The annex is in fact a letter written by Verre 
Cassé's “literary executor” following the author's death, the owner of the Crédit a Voyagé 
café, to Mabanckou's real publishing house, Éditions du Seuil, regarding his wishes for 
the conditions under which the text should be published and the compensation he is 
seeking. The ambiguity of reality and fiction returns in the headings and address that 
begin the letter, mixing the nickname of L'Escargot entêté with the official title of the 
publishing house as well as the real address of its headquarters on rue Jacob in Paris.  
 While in Verre Cassé the origin story of the manuscript is itself integrated into the 
narration, in Mémoires de porc-épic it is not explained until this annex. L'Escargot entêté 
explains that it was originally thought that Verre Cassé only left behind one manuscript 
before his death; but later it was discovered that there was “ ...cet autre manuscrit qu'un 
de mes employés, le serveur Mompéro, a retrouvé dans un bosquet, près de la rivière 
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Tchinouka où fut repêché le corps du regretté Verre Cassé” (226) [“this second 
manuscript, which one of my employees, the bartender, Mompéro, found in a thicket 
down by the river Tchinouka, where the body of the lamented Broken Glass was fished 
out” (151)]. Verre Cassé's death in the river Tchinouka is explained in the first text, thus 
reinforcing the dialogue between these two novels surrounding the image of their author, 
but the existence of another text is never previously mentioned. The found manuscript is 
a trope often seen in French literature of the eighteenth century for example; 
Mananckou's use of such a device is another way in which he places himself within a 
particular written tradition while at the same time contests the structures to which he is 
constrained, by displacing it to the African continent. 
 After the manuscript is found, it must be re-transcribed, decoded even, and forced 
to fit a correct format for sending to the publishing house. The description of this process 
outlines just how many other hands have touched the text that is still said to be the work 
of Verre Cassé:  
Le document original – un vieux classeur d'écolier avec des feuilles 
volantes – était dans un état si lamentable qu'il nous a fallu beaucoup de 
précaution pour rassembler les pages, les ordonner avant de les 
numéroter. Pour cela, lorsqu'il n'y avait pas trop de clients dans le bar, 
nous nous mettions à trois, mes serveurs et moi, autour de la table 
qu'occupait d'ordinaire le défunt Verre Cassé. Nous décryptions alors les 
passages estompés par la poussière, la pluie et la rosée. Nous 
confrontions à chaque fois nos points de vue afin de ne pas céder à la 
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tentation d'imputer au défunt ce qu'il n'avait pas écrit (226-27). 
[The original document – an old school folder filled with loose papers – 
as in such a deplorable state that great care had to be taken to put the 
pages back together in order and number them. To this end, whenever the 
bar was not too busy, my two bartenders and I would sit round the table 
where Broken Glass usually sat. We would decipher the passages 
smudged with dust, rain and dew. We argued between ourselves, to avoid 
any temptation to ascribe to the deceased words which he had not in fact 
written (152-53).] 
The owner and his servers all work together to render the “encrypted” text that has been 
damaged by its exposure to the elements readable and understandable within the rules of 
the Parisian publishing industry. They are conscious of the risks of their works in 
modifying the text, and L'Escargot entêté makes a point to underline the debates that 
went on amongst them, in order to not modify what they believe to be the original sense 
of the pages and the intent of the original author.  
 After the decoding is complete, L'Escargot entêté hires a typist in order to further 
prepare the manuscript for review in Paris, “une étudiante du lycée technique Kengué-
Pauline” (227) [“a student at the Technical Lycee of Kengué-Pauline” (153)]. In the 
fictional name of this high school, Mabanckou again inserts the name of his biological 
mother, once more making it difficult to distinguish clear lines between fiction and 
reality. References such as these seem to invite us to read the text in relation to the 
author's (Mabanckou's) life. Without reducing the text to autobiographical commentary, 
  
142
the reader must ask certain questions about the dialogue that exists between the inside 
and outside of the text in these references.  
 Despite the team's efforts at correction, the typist still struggles to convert the 
given text into a readable, typed one, which she blames largely on Verre Cassé's writing 
style: “...elle soutenait que l'écriture du défunt Verre Cassé était indéchiffrable, et la 
pauvre fille devait parfois relire deux ou trois fois la même ligne, tout cela à cause de 
cette obstination de l'auteur à employer la virgule comme seul signe de ponctuation” 
(228) [“[she said that] Broken Glass’s handwriting was indecipherable, and the poor girl 
sometimes had to read the same line twice or three times over, all because of the author’s 
determination to use only commas by way of punctuation” (153)]. The narration is 
simultaneously what distinguishes this text and its original style, and also makes it an 
almost illegible, unintelligible piece of writing, which could be considered to fall outside 
the conventions of standard, published texts. This could be read as not only an 
acknowledgment by the author of his own unconventional prose style but also as a 
challenge to certain conventions of what is considered standard French. In a similar way 
that the first generation of post-Independence writers broke molds in terms of form and 
language, for example Khourouma's Les Soleils des indépendances, Mabanckou aligns 
himself here with a tradition of breaking the mold in a discursive way. Despite the 
revisions and transcriptions, L'Escargot entêté also sends the original manuscript to 
Éditions du seuil, “afin que vous puissiez, le cas échéant, vérifier certaines de nos 
reconstitutions...” (228) [“In order that you may, should it prove necessary, check certain 
of our reconstructions” (153)]. Authenticity, then is still a primary concern for the 
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“literary executor,” and the fidelity of the text to the original coming, in this case literally, 
out of African soil.  
 L'Escargot entêté also gives his own literary commentary on the stylistic 
differences between the two novels produced by the fictional author, and specifically the 
presence, or lack thereof, of the author's voice:  
Dans ce texte Verre Cassé s'efface et n'est plus un narrateur omniprésent, 
encore moins un personnage de l'histoire. Au fond, il était persuadé que 
les livres qui nous suivent longtemps sont ceux qui réinventent le monde, 
revisitent notre enfance, interrogent l'Origine, scrutent nos obsessions et 
secouent nos croyances. De ce fait, en nous offrant cette ultime 
chronique qu'il a intitulée Mémoires de porc-épic – et j'espère de tout 
coeur que vous ne changerez pas cette fois-ci le titre de ce livre –, Verre 
Cassé dressait donc de façon allégorique ses dernières volontés. Pour lui, 
le monde n'est qu'une version approximative d'une fable que nous ne 
saisirons jamais tant que nous continuerons à ne considérer que la 
représentation matérielle des choses (228-29). 
[Broken Glass is absent from the text, featuring neither as omnipresent 
narrator nor as a character in the story. Deep down he was convinced that 
the books we really remember are those which reinvent the world, revisit 
our childhood, pose questions about the origin of all things, examine our 
obsessions and question our beliefs. Accordingly, in this final tale 
entitled Memoirs of a Porcupine – and I sincerely hope that this time you 
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will not change the book’s title – Broken Glass was providing an 
allegorical version of his own last wishes. As he sees it, the world is just 
an approximate version of a fable which we will never understand as 
long as we continue to take account only of the material representation of 
things (154)]. 
L'Escargot entêté observes and comments critically the development of the narrative 
voice that I have similarly laid out in the progression (though not chronologically in 
terms of publication dates) of Mabanckou's narration from Black Bazar, through Verre 
Cassé, and finally in Mémoires de porc-épic. He criticizes the publishing industry in a 
reminder that the editor is responsible for the earlier novel not having the patron's desired 
publicity-inspired title. Yet the author of this letter is also in a small way participating in 
the larger literary machine in offering up what is essentially the first literary criticism of 
the novel. He provides an interpretation of what the motivations of its author were, as 
well as an allegorical reading of what the writer's last intentions may have been. The last 
sentence lingers as a warning to the publisher and the reader of having too much faith in 
the “représentation materielle des choses,” yet another almost contradiction to the image 
the author projects of himself in these pages, one where embodied presence should be 
incorporated into one's understanding of author and text.  
 
Conclusions 
 In these selected works by Beyala, Diome, and Mabanckou, fiction itself becomes 
a site for interrogating and contesting assumptions about the nature of authorship in 
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general, as well as the francophone specificity of identity and marginality. By reading 
these constructions through a lens of performance, the reader is made aware of the 
reiteration of established forms and models, and the points these authors contest in the 
received literary and cultural heritage in the transformations and re-appropriations of 
terms that are often perceived to have stable meanings derived from interior essence: 
“authentic,” “plagiarist,” “writer.”  
At the same time, in all of the novels examined here the authors already begin to 
engage with representations of the authorial self beyond the writer characters contained 
within the bound pages of the book. The contradictions of Beyala’s women in Paris seem 
more rich when placed in the context of her own contradictory performances in public. 
Diome asks her readers to be attentive to intertextual dialogues she creates with her own 
works to fully understand the message of her characters and of the novel. Mabanckou’s 
distorted mirrors of the self at once affirm and deny that readers should think about his 
personal identity alongside, and perhaps as a part of, his creative work. In the next 
chapter, I will answer the call set out by these writers and move from the interior world of 
novels to the borders, to question how and to what ends contemporary francophone 
writers engage with these similar models of author identities outside of the explicitly 
fictional world of the novel.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
In the Wings: Authorship in Liminal Texts  
 
 
 In March 2012, the Virgin Megastore on Boulevard Barbès in Paris's 18th 
arrondissement hosted a release party for the album by the newly-formed collective Black 
Bazar. The group, featuring already-established musicians from both Congo-Brazzaville 
and Congo-Kinshasa, and their eponymous album, took both their name and their 
inspiration from the novel Black Bazar by Alain Mabanckou, first published in 20091. 
The novel in part is an exploration of Afro cultures in Paris, and in particular addresses 
the phenomenon of la sape.2 While the mini-concert was generally promoted by the local 
Virgin Megastore, and many in the audience were familiar with the individual musicians 
in their own right, it was clear that in large part the crowd had been drawn to the event 
because of the author of the original novel and his planned appearance at the event. 
Mabanckou's introduction of the group drew some of the loudest applause of the half 
hour concert, and his name was mentioned at least as many times as the group as a whole 
and the individual musicians themselves. The enthusiastic public, wishing to congratulate 
him, catch up, or just simply say hello, kept him busy the entire duration of the concert 
                                                        
1 Mabanckou also produced the album and co-wrote some of the songs. 
2 Acronym for Société des Ambianceurs et personnes d'élégance, a performative model 
of transnationalism particular to the Congo-France migration dynamic, the goal of 
migration to France being predicated on the acquisition of exterior signs of wealth, in 
particular European name-brand clothing, with the goal of a planned return to the 
native country and community as an economically successful “Parisian.” I will go into 
more detail about la Sape and what I see as its connections to authorial performances 
in Chapter 4. See Justin-Daniel Gandoulou, Au coeur de la Sape: Moeurs et aventures 
des Congolais à Paris, Paris, L'Harmattan, 1989. 
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itself, and were perhaps disappointed when he rushed out the door following the show. 
(In fact a scooter was waiting for him outside the store to whisk him away to a televised 
debate on Canal+ with then-President Nicolas Sarkozy in the run-up to the May 
elections.)   
 Mabackou’s almost entrepreneurial move here in his creation of Black Bazar the 
group further promotes his name as a brand, clearly frames him as a celebrity figure (as 
opposed to the lonely, tortured artist scribbling away at his writing desk), while at the 
same time de-centers the work of the writer from the printed text and into a more 
expansive practice encompassing forms like music and live performance. As Odile 
Cazenave and Patricia Célérier note in Contemporary Francophone African Writers and 
the Burden of Commitment, referencing Simon Gikandi’s work, “music is much more 
immediately central to most African cultures,” and recent innovations in African music 
have increased “accessibility to a wider popular and international audiences” (140-41). 
These physical, staged performances of the author and of (a riff on) his text serve as 
perhaps obvious sites for examining the performative aspects of being an author of 
African origin on the Parisian cultural scene today, and deserve further discussion. Before 
moving completely away from the written text however, I would like to use this moment 
and the aspects of performance that it spotlights as a lens through which to examine 
textual examples of a similar phenomenon, that is to say, the staging or mise en scène of 
the author. 
 In this chapter I focus on how writers stage their authorial identity at the borders 
of the text. These literal frontiers of their books, the space of passage between text itself 
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and literary field, are not new objects of study. I am in large part informed by Gérard 
Genette's 1987 study of what he termed paratextes. Briefly stated, the paratext includes 
everything that surrounds the strictly literary text itself: border texts such as prefaces and 
afterwords, title pages and back covers, but also wholly external documents and acts such 
as author interviews and criticism. Defined by Genette, “Le paratexte est donc pour nous 
ce par quoi un texte se fait livre et se propose comme tel à ses lecteurs, et plus 
généralement au public. Plus que d’une limite ou d’une frontière étanche, il s’agit d’un 
seuil ou — mot de Borges à propos d’une préface — d’un ‘vestibule’ qui offre à tout et 
chacun la possibilité d’entrer, ou de rebrousser chemin” (7-8) [“[T]he paratext is what 
enables a text to become a book and to be offered as such to its readers and, more 
generally, to the public. More than a boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, a 
threshold, or — a word Borges used apropos of a preface — a ‘vestibule’ that offers the 
world at large the possibility of either stepping inside or turning back,” (1-2)]. These 
elements of the book are also important sites for literary analysis, because they affect how 
a text, and its author, are perceived and read. The idea of the option for entering into or 
turning back is significant, not only for Genette’s image of the metaphorical physical 
space of the threshold, but also because it recognizes that potential readers make these 
choices all the time, and make value judgements about the worth of the work contained 
within every time they encounter the work’s container; despite the cliché, we all judge 
books by their covers. Genette classified paratexts into categories based on function. This 
method of a functional analysis also points to the active role that liminal artifacts of a 
book play in the creative work’s circulation and very existence in the literary field. 
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Despite Sony Labou Tansi’s tongue-in-cheek assertion that “serious readers no longer 
read” prefaces, these documents function in a way that, I believe, readers should be 
attentive to when assessing creative works by francophone writers, or even evaluating 
representations of them in the literary field. As Christopher Miller highlights in his 
discussion of the prefaces by Maran in his Batouala (125) and in Oyono’s Une vie de boy 
(129-30), prefaces are often places where writers position themselves as aligned with the 
French literary center, or rather with the (post)colonial periphery. While Miller here is 
concerned with what national affiliations are affirmed or rejected, I propose that prefaces 
and other paratexts are sites for all kinds of identity construction, not just nationality, and 
therefore influence the reception and reading of a given author’s work. 
 In this chapter I focus on two different kinds of liminal texts: prefaces, both those 
written by the main authors studied here and others imposed upon them, and something 
closer to what Genette calls the epitexte, authorial blogs. Paratexts in general, and 
prefaces and blogs in particular, are pressure points for the movement of literature outside 
the book — the movement that Rosenthal and Ruffel pointed to and that I discussed in 
Chapter 1. The paratext at once takes place clearly in front of the reader (in many 
instances it is part of the physical book) while at the same time it is a bit disguised, in the 
sense that physically it does not appear as a separate action apart from it and is in many 
ways absorbed into the work itself. These very same discursive acts and imagery that I 
find so compelling as objects of study, in that they illuminate a host of mechanisms at 
work in the Parisian literary industry with regards to writers with roots in Africa, are thus 
often “hiding in plain sight” and are not critically examined often enough, either by the 
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academy or by readers in general. Blogging by authors also puts pressure on our ways of 
thinking about literature in its blending of the digital and the print worlds. Again, this is a 
point where “literature” can move outside the world of the bound book to encompass 
more diverse forms of discourse and practice by those we consider, and who consider 
themselves, authors.  
 But beyond just presenting these instances, and reflecting on the effect on 
(potential) readership of the various images, words, and institutional affiliations of the 
specific documents in question, I wish to also consider the factor of authorial agency in 
these practices. As I discussed in Chapter 1, Bourdieu reminds us that artists are not 
autonomous geniuses working in an idealized environment of pure aesthetic creation; 
there are economic and other forces at work. But, neither are authors passive creatures 
completely bending to the will of publishers, journalists, and the public. The 
performances on various paratextual stages by Mabanckou, Miano, and Bessora have not 
been adequately studied as the creations of agents in the literary field. Taking author 
agency fully into account here allows for a more complete picture of these individuals as 
embodied persons with the power to act in their own name. As a methodology, this 
enriches the understanding of this literature because it eschews an uncritical acceptance 
of recycled colonial tropes of colonized peoples and cultures. Rejecting these stale 
positions and imagery is necessary to fully appreciate this body of creative production, 
and to break patterns of assumptions that stifle our understanding of writers from Africa, 
and stifle their work, allowing for more diverse subject positions in literature. These same 
assumptions motivate the often limiting questions discussed in Chapter 1 often imposed 
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on “francophone” writers: the mandate of autobiography, the expectation of political 
engagement, the question of language, and the experience of being a person of color. 
Furthermore, the liminal spaces of the paratext serve as the bridge between the purely 
discursive space of the fictional text itself, which I examined in detail in Chapter 2, and 
the most clearly physical, embodied spaces which I will address in Chapter 4. 
 While the main critical tools deployed in this project — namely, theories of the 
posturing of the writer, and performance studies as a way to examine authorial acts — 
have only established themselves as fields of study in recent decades, the paratext itself 
has a long history. In the case of francophone literature, there is a legacy of preface 
writing that goes back to the first texts published in French by colonized people in the 
interwar period. Significant changes and developments in these practices can be seen 
corresponding to political and cultural upheavals, thus making paratextual artifacts 
instances that put on display the intertwining of literature with its social environment. 
Richard Watts’ 2005 book Packaging Post/Coloniality: The Manufacture of Literary 
Identity in the Francophone World assembles this chronology, looking at the progression 
of paratextual practices around francophone texts over time, complementing Genette’s 
initial synchronic, taxonomical study. Watts identifies three major moments of the 
production of paratexts that roughly correspond to different moments in the history of 
France’s relations with its empire. First, colonial texts were accompanied by colonial 
paratexts such as dedications to colonial administrators. Second, in the moment of 
decolonization writers from the metropole with anticolonial sympathies prefaced 
colonized writers, and finally, in the postcolonial moment writers try to move away from 
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replications of the metropole-colony structures in prefaces. 
 The legacies of what Watts identifies as the decolonizing moment remain strong 
even in contemporary literature; these prefaces, including Jean-Paul Sartre on Léopold 
Senghor and Frantz Fanon, and André Breton on Aimé Césaire, thus deserve more 
detailed reflection in order to better understand the heritage received by today’s novelists 
and in relation to which they must define themselves. In 1948, Sartre prefaced Senghor’s 
Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache, and the text went on to be so 
influential that “Orphée noir” [“Black Orpheus”] in fact stands on its own as a work of 
criticism, which is still studied and commented on today. “Orphée noir” attempts to 
accomplish several things. First, as Genette would point out, this is an allographic 
preface, and as such part of its purpose is to recommend the text, implied by the simple 
presence of this relative newcomer’s writing, following the presumably more well-known 
author of the text that introduces it (247). Beyond this, there is of course a colonial and 
racial element that needs to be unpacked to more fully understand the dynamics of this 
moment in publishing. There is, as Watts says, a “double bind” (88) at work when 
metropolitan writers preface colonized writers during this period. Though Sartre is 
promoting the work of black poets from the Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa, and 
Madagascar in Senghor’s collection, there is still a hierarchical relationship within the 
pages of the book, with Sartre’s words coming before all others, reflecting the social and 
political forces at work outside the pages of the book.  
 “Orphée noir” is a key text for its content; it also exemplifies tropes of prefaces to 
francophone texts and the general discourse surrounding them making it worthwhile to 
  
153
linger on this particular example and examine it more closely. The many contradictions of 
Sartre’s essay start with the fact that he is himself a white man living in the economic, 
political, and cultural capital of the metropole who plays the role of interpreter of poetry 
by black writers for a white audience. Despite this move of interpretation, Sartre claims 
in the essay that “C'est aux noirs que ces noirs s'adressent et c'est pour leur parler des 
noirs” (xi) [“These black men are addressing themselves to black men about black men” 
(16)]. He also at one moment affirms the originality and particularity of a poetry and 
culture that black writers have that whites do not have access to: “…cette poésie qui 
paraît d'abord raciale est finalement un chant de tous et pour tous” (xi) [“…this poetry – 
which seems racial at first – is actually a hymn by everyone for everyone” (16)]. Yet in 
his next breath, he says that this universal literature needs explanation for white readers 
to understand: “En un mot, je m'adresse ici aux blancs et je voudrais leur expliquer ce que 
les noirs savent déjà…” (xi-xii) [“In a word, I am talking now to white men, and I should 
like to explain to them what black men already know…” (16)]. He also denies a certain 
level of individuality, as we see a reference to another one of the imposed roles for “the 
African writer,” the part of being an engaged writer that requires one to be a 
spokesperson for one’s race: “…en ne parlant que de soi il parle pour tous les nègres…” 
(xvii) [“…by speaking only of himself, he speaks for all negroes…” (22)]. This 
collapsing of varied geographical regions, cultural influences, and individual experiences 
into one perspective forecloses any opportunity for diverse subject positions. Examples 
like these from “Orphée noir” seem to display a privileged position of the writer, yet 
Sartre claims to examine these poems “objectivement” (xxix) [“objectively” (36)] for the 
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reader. This act of interpretation is another important one for the preface writer, and here 
he is vested with the power to establish the definitive meaning of the poetry that follows, 
taken as a collective unit. 
 Breton’s preface to the 1947 edition of Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays 
natal exhibits similar colonial tropes as “Orphée noir.” In “Un grand poète noir” [“A 
Great Black Poet”], Breton begins by setting the stage for his “discovery” of Césaire’s 
writing while in Martinique on his way to New York where he would live in voluntary 
exile from the Vichy government. His description of the scene and his coming upon the 
inaugural issue of Tropiques in a shop on Fort-de-France use some of the same rhetoric 
an anthropologist might in coming upon an advanced civilization being “discovered” by 
an outsider: “…il m’advint, au hasard de l’achat d’un ruban pour ma fille, de feuilleter 
une publication exposée dans la mercerie où ce ruban était offert. Sous une presentation 
des plus modestes, c’était le premier numéro, qui venait de paraître à Fort-de France, 
d’une revue intitulée Tropiques. […] Je n’en crus pas mes yeux: mais ce qui était dit là 
c’était ce qu’il fallait dire, non seulement du mieux mais du plus haut qu’on pût le dire!” 
[“…apropos of buying a ribbon for my daughter, I happened to leaf through a periodical 
on display in the haberdashery where the ribbon was sold. It was, under an extremely 
unpretentious cover, the first issue of a review called Tropiques, which had just come out 
in Fort-de-France. […] I could not believe my eyes: For what was there was what had to 
be said and it was said in a manner not only as elegant and as elevated as anyone could 
say it!” (ix-x)]. Breton’s language here is similar to the conqueror who discovers a 
previously unremarked jewel, buried among ordinary objects. The discovery is what 
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gives the object, the text value, rather than its own intrinsic worth. Only Breton’s trained 
eye, he implies here, could have rescued this text and its author from the obscurity of the 
haberdasher’s display. Breton also seems to fit Césaire into the models of Surrealism, 
essentially plugging Césaire’s work into an already-established, ready-made (French) 
movement. In the end, Breton still plays the role here of the white, established intellectual 
doing the interpretation for a white, French readership, as Sartre did. 
 Since the late 1940s when these two prefaces first appeared, though Sartre’s and 
Breton’s texts still remain models in many ways, the changes in the former colonial 
relationships have also been reflected in publishing, particularly when it comes to 
preface-writing. Watts looks at Edouard Glissant and Henri Lopès as examples of 
movement away from the replications of the metropole-colony structure in prefaces. 
Glissant tries to flatten out hierarchies of power, while Lopès plays with prefaces in his 
fiction:  
In a way, Glissant tries to move the text toward the plane of immanence, 
of the unmediated, whereas Lopes writes the paratext in lucid 
consciousness of the persistence of barriers to the circulation of the 
cultural production of the francophone world and the impossibility of 
completely transcending them. Rather than attempting to write around or 
beyond these constraints, Lopes ironically exploits them, thereby 
undermining the authority of the paratext while reminding us that it still 
exists (135).  
Glissant and Lopès are of course not the only examples of these phenomena. Both literary 
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books and academic work are subject to these forces.  
 For an example in more scholarly genres, a work like Boniface Mongo-Mboussa’s 
Désir d’Afrique (2002), a study of late twentieth century and contemporary literature, is 
prefaced by Ahmadou Kourouma and includes an afterword by Sami Tchak. While these 
two paratexts do not necessarily add great insight in terms of content to the volume, 
gestures such as these exemplify how simply the names of these contributing authors can 
act as important signs. First, this is another instance of the shift of the postcolonial 
moment in paratexts: African writers prefacing other African writers, without any 
immediate indications of the former colonizer intervening or interpreting.3 In addition to 
this, there are several lines that are crossed. Instead of a scholar prefacing a work of 
fiction, here there are two novelists bookending a work of scholarly research (Mongo-
Mboussa holds a doctorate in literature and is currently co-editor of the journal 
Africultures).4 The two writers of liminal texts here also represent two different 
generations of writers: Kourouma opens the volume and then in a sense passes the baton 
on to Tchak, who closes it, and with him to the rest of the generation born after the 
Independences.  
 This can be seen in parallel to a phenomenon that Henry Louis Gates observes in 
black American writers of the twentieth century: a constant formal revision of earlier 
texts that often cross generational lines within the tradition of Afro-American literary 
                                                        
3 Although the fact that the book is published in Paris by Gallimard, and in its Continents 
noirs collection, point to ways in which this is still happening. 
4 Something similar happens when Marie NDiaye prefaces her brother Pap’s sociological 
study La Condition noire. In this instance the reversal is even stronger, in the sense 
that her preface is actually a short work of fiction, “Les soeurs.”  
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history. He goes on to list examples tracing influence and revision from Fredrick 
Douglass and W.E.B. DuBois, to Zora Neale Hurston, Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, and 
Ishmael Reed. Gates proposes that from these examples “It is clear that black writers read 
and critique other black texts as an act of rhetorical self-definition. Our literary tradition 
exists because of these precisely chartable formal literary relationships, relationships of 
signifying” (290). Though in this passage Gates is talking about fiction writing, not 
prefaces and other paratexts, his point about recorded relationships is similar to what 
occurs in this shift to, for example, a book containing paratexts from both Kourouma and 
Tchak. Gates recognizes that these kinds of relationships — within a perceived 
community or tradition and often across generational lines — are key for “rhetorical self-
definition.” A difference is of course that he is speaking of black writers in the American 
tradition, who can trace a heritage back to at least the nineteenth century in figures like 
Fredrick Douglass, much earlier than the interwar period when the first published texts in 
French by African writers begin to appear.5 But I raise this point to demonstrate that a 
writer defines herself in relationship to her predecessors, and often these are specifically 
found in other black writers. Bokiba goes so far as to observe a “confraternité littéraire” 
among Congolese writers in their prefaces, and also one that is inter-generational, among 
figures like Lopes, Mabanckou, and Labou Tansi.6 
 While Watts’ study is important in tracing how prefacing and paratexts 
                                                        
5 Oral texts, of course, go back much earlier than this. 
6 See the chapter “Paratexte et confraternité littéraire dans la littérature congolaise 
francophone,” in Bokiba, André-Patient. Le Paratexte da la littérature africaine 
francophone: Léopold Sédar Senghor et Henri Lopes. Paris : L'Harmattan, 2006. 157-
70. 
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surrounding francophone texts have changed since the interwar period, I wish rather than 
to simply document these differences from contemporary texts, to instead draw more 
attention to the agency of the authors themselves when they are the ones taking on these 
roles, and to analyze these paratextual gestures as acts of performance. That is to say, 
Watts examines paratexts from books that “often give the impression of having had their 
paratexts thrust upon them” (18) and focuses less on how the authors are themselves, at 
least in the contemporary moment, active participants in the events and constructs that 
frame themselves and their work. Mabanckou, Miano, and Bessora, whom I examine 
below, show signs of being aware of the effects of and the powers at work constructing 
the paratexts that surround their texts, and they also use them in an operation that is part 
of the move of literature “hors-texte.” They are using these acts of prefacing and of 
creation on the web to stage themselves: as academics, as creatives, or simply as those 
who (have a right to) bestow discursive authority. 
 Nadège Veldwachter’s 2012 book Littérature francophone et mondialisation 
includes a chapter focusing on book covers and how the tropes of imagery and language 
used in these spaces can be traced back to the Colonial Exhibition in Paris in 1931, and in 
particular, the emphasis placed on spectacle and performance in the way the exhibition 
represented France’s colonial empire. A massive undertaking, which took place in what is 
now the Vincennes park on the eastern edge of Paris, the event quite literally imported 
hundreds of colonized people from the territories controlled by France in Africa, Asia, 
and the Caribbean, putting them on display in “authentic” re-created habitats for Parisian 
visitors to enjoy while learning about the power and advantages of the French empire. 
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Veldwachter finds that “la rhétorique des relations sociales” (192) [“the rhetoric of social 
relationships”] of today’s book covers are still anchored in a system of identification that 
descends from this moment. She argues that, “les couvertures des livres imaginées par les 
éditeurs deviennent les nouveaux lieux d’exposition de la subjectivité francophone, du 
nouvel Autre postcolonial” (198) [“book covers imagined by publishers become the new 
sites of exposition for francophone subjectivity, for the new postcolonial Other”]. 
Analyzing covers like the one chosen for Maryse Condé’s Moi, Tituba sorcière, noire de 
Salem which features a reproduction of Marie-Guillemine Benoist’s Portrait d’une 
négresse, Veldwachter describes these as “acte[s] de violence fait[s] à ces textes lors des 
manipulations éditoriales” (221) [“act[s] of violence done to these texts during editorial 
manipulations”] when they are “subsumées dans une économie de spectacle exotisant” 
(221) [“subsumed into an economy of exoticizing spectacle”]. While I will not be looking 
at visual imagery in book covers here, Veldwachter’s point regarding the remainders of 
colonial rhetoric can hold true in discursive paratexts, as well. How do contemporary 
writers, when they take up their pen (or their keyboard) to participate in the paratextual 
exchange engage with these forms of representation that still act to impose exotic 
imagery, nostalgic for a colonial past? 
 I will look at two examples of preface-writing by Alain Mabanckou to examine 
how these texts operate in a performative way to establish and enforce his authority as a 
writer and also in his shift toward becoming a critic of literature and culture. That is to 
say, these texts create this authority by the very fact of declaring it so in the author’s 
writing and acts. I see this happening in the preface “Livre initiatique” that he wrote for 
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the 2006 re-edition of Camara Laye's L'enfant noir, and also in his preface to La France 
noire: trois siècles de présence (2011), a collaborative text on the general history of the 
presence of blacks in France, with a particular emphasis on visual culture. Next, I will 
look at an example of Miano’s preface-writing and a collaborative model that she deploys 
with critic Nathalie Etoke in both of their work. Also, Miano’s 2005 novel L’intérieur de 
la nuit is compelling for its problematic paratexts in its English translation, and I wish to 
shine a spotlight on some of the things at issue especially when these works circulate 
outside of a French-speaking environment. I will also examine Miano’s text Habiter la 
frontière (2012) as another example. While this volume is not strictly speaking a preface, 
I will show that it in some ways fulfills some of the same interpretive functions as a 
preface to her fiction writing in its theoretical reflections and commentary. 
 This chapter will also discuss another kind of paratext that crosses into the realm 
of the digital: author blogs and websites. Again, Mabanckou's blog Black Bazar was at 
one time the most visible among those maintained by francophone authors, though it is 
now defunct. Bessora maintains a blog that is still active, but one of a much different 
nature. While Mabanckou in particular used his blog as a forum for recommending, 
critiquing, and authenticating new writers and texts on the scene of French and 
Francophone letters, operating in the wings and encouraging others to take the spotlight, 
Bessora uses her space more to comment on her own writing, and even make available 
excerpts from her more recent releases in order to entice readers. Léonora Miano is 
another author who, while she does not maintain as open a forum as a blog, does have a 
website which serves some of the same curatorial functions as Mabanckou's blog did. 
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Different pages on her site invite readers to explore her Bibliothèque, Videothèque, and 
Discothèque, and these lists of suggested reading, viewing, change periodically as her 
artistic projects change. 
   
Mabanckou in Print: Traces that Remain 
 If Mabanckou is the only one of this study’s authors to appear in all three 
analytical chapters of this project, it is because he is also a paradigmatic figure when 
considering the visibility of authors in French letters today. It is almost impossible to 
escape his presence in media and in published works today in French, and he is thus a 
particularly important figure to explore the intersections of performance and authority, 
while also raising the issue of time and the moments of rising and falling stars in the 
literary world. In the past two decades Alain Mabanckou's literary role has evolved. Up 
until the publication of his first novel Bleu-Blanc-Rouge in 1998, and its subsequent 
winning of the 1999 Grand prix littéraire d’Afrique noire, he was a new poet and novelist 
on the scene of African letters. He is now a critic and an authenticator, still maintaining 
his practice of fiction writing while expanding to other genres like the personal esasy. He 
is an emblematic figure who is not only labeled as a spokesperson for African literature in 
French but also as a general commentator on culture, particularly its relation to politics. 
As I mentioned in the scene which opened this chapter, Mabanckou’s cultural clout had 
reached such a height in 2007 that he was the invited guest on a national television 
program in France to debate with President Nicolas Sarkozy on his culture and arts 
platform for his reelection campaign. Even in his specifically literature-oriented 
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interventions in media and at personal appearances, which I discuss at length in Chapter 
4, the conversation often turns to more general commentary on postcolonial Africa, the 
diaspora in France or the United States, or popular culture. A dynamic author who is 
constantly developing new roles for himself as a public creative persona, Mabanckou has 
not limited himself to one genre — as seen in his move from poetry to novel to essay — 
nor even to one medium — publishing traditional printed texts, then experimenting in 
digital media such as blogging, and even becoming a music producer.  
 His work authenticates new writers in contemporary literature in French, and also 
re-introduces the classics of African francophone poetry and fiction. Through newer 
media such as his now-defunct blog Black Bazar, and in conventional prefaces to both 
fiction and non-fiction, Mabanckou carves out a specific role for himself on the borders 
of the literature itself. That is to say, in a literal sense his prefaces and mentions on book 
covers are literally on the “border crossings” between the written document and the social 
world. But more than inhabiting this literal frontier of the book, this work also crosses 
over into other modes of creative expression, and thus positions him with one foot in 
multiple realms, a persona with easily-hyphenated titles: professor-blogger, producer-
novelist, critic-artist.  
 By examining a sample of Mabanckou's non-fiction writing I will sketch out a 
model of performative authority: how he stages through discourse both his author-ness 
and his authenticating roles, and how these are reciprocal, reinforcing each other. The 
play between “author” and “authenticator” goes beyond just aural similarity. Though 
etymologically speaking there is general consensus among grammarians that the modern 
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terms come from different roots, one Latin and one Greek, the intertwining of authority 
with those who employ the written word has had a long development through law, 
religion, and literature (Donovan et al. 5). Though authorial authority in the larger social 
context may be on the decline, particularly with the increase in forms of production and 
the rise in forms like music, I think there is still a place for authorship of the written word 
that has significance as a consecrating force that allows for crossovers into other realms 
and genres from those working in a more traditional or even conservative form. This is in 
part what happens in Mabackou’s print and digital paratexts. 
 
Prefacing Camara Laye 
 In a 2007 interview with Dominic Thomas, Mabanckou observes something 
curious in the comments left on his blog: in some situations readers choose to reply using 
their real names, but in others they use internet pseudonyms or leave anonymous 
comments. Mabanckou hypothesizes that 
[W]hen people use their real name, they want others to know it is them, 
what they have to say, and even that they speak with some kind of 
authority. For example, when I post an article on a recognized figure 
such as Achille Mbembe [...] well, then people rush to use their real 
names so that they can appear alongside Mbembe's! But if I am writing 
about a lesser-known person or about a controversial subject such as 
sexuality in Africa, well, then they immediately seek the cover of 
anonymity (Mabanckou and Thomas, 63, italics mine). 
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Authority potentially comes from many different places, but I want to discuss in this 
instance authority by proximity, a claim made by associating oneself with someone else 
who already has (written) authority. Mabanckou describes here how those who have left 
comments on his blog deploy this strategy in the particular case of the well-known public 
intellectual Mbembe. But it is in fact similar to a claim of “authority-by-association” that 
he himself has put forth in a paratext: specifically, his preface to the 2006 re-edition of 
Camara Laye's seminal text, L'enfant noir. Internet commenters are not the only ones 
seeking a right to speak based on their associations; “real” authors do as well. The web in 
general and blogs in particular are perhaps making this phenomenon more easy to 
observe because it is more visible and more accessible to a greater number of people. The 
cliché that anyone can be an author on Web 2.0 holds true here — but it is not limited to 
just who produces content. It also replicates, though with mutations, some of the 
structures and strategic moves that occur in the traditional literary field. In other words, 
the internet is not all idealized democratization of access. 
 In contrast to the classic examples discussed above, where established 
intellectuals lend their names as a sort of imprimatur on a lesser-known writer’s work, 
this preface to an already important work in African literature in French does more for the 
young contemporary writer than it does for the author of the 1953 novel; here it is in fact 
Camara Laye authenticating Alain Mabanckou. As Bokia has observed, sometimes the 
process of legitimation works for the preface-writer as well as the author being prefaced 
(137). This is an example of the game of mutual consecration that take place in preface 
writing that Bourdieu talks about in the Les Règles de l’art: 
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La croyance collective dans le jeu (illusio) et dans la valeur sacré de ses 
enjeux est à la fois la condition et le produit du fonctionnement même du 
jeu ; c'est elle qui est au principe du pouvoir de consécration permettant 
aux artistes consacrés de constituer certains produits, par le miracle de la 
signature (ou de la griffe), en objets sacrés. Pour donner une idée du 
travail collectif dont elle est le produit, il faudrait reconstituer la 
circulation des innombrables actes de crédit qui s'échangent entre tous les 
agents engagés dans le champs artistique, entre les artistes, évidemment, 
avec les expositions de groupe ou les préfaces par lesquelles les auteurs 
consacrés consacrent les plus jeunes qui les consacrent en retour comme 
maîtres ou chefs d'école, entre les artistes et les critiques, et en particulier 
les critiques d'avant-garde qui se consacrent en obtenant la consécration 
des artistes qu'ils défendent ou en opérant des redécouvertes ou des 
réévaluations d'artistes mineurs dans lesquelles ils engagent et éprouvent 
leur pouvoir de consécration, et ainsi de suite (376-77). 
[The collective belief I the game (illusio) and in the sacred value of its 
stakes is simultaneously the precondition and the product of the very 
functioning of the game; it is fundamental to the power of consecration, 
permitting consecrated artists to constitute certain products, by the 
miracle of their signature (or brand name) as sacred objects. To give an 
idea of the collective labor which goes to produce this belief, it would be 
necessary to reconstitute the circulation of the innumerable acts of credit 
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which are exchanged among all the agents engaged in the artistic field: 
among artists, obviously, with group exhibitions or prefaces by which 
consecrated authors consecrate the younger ones, who consecrate them in 
return as masters or heads of schools; between artists and patrons or 
collectors; between artists and critics, and in particular avant-garde 
critics, who consecrate themselves by obtaining the consecration of the 
artists they champion or by rediscovering or re-evaluation minor artists 
and thus activating and giving proof of their power of consecration, and 
so forth (230).] 
In addition to the writer of a younger generation seeking proximity to a canonical writer, 
the particular writer and book that Mabanckou chooses to associate himself with are not 
without controversy. Camara Laye and Mongo Beti make up one of the better-known 
rivalries in twentieth-century African literature, and one which Mabanckou also discusses 
in 2007’s Lettre à Jimmy (Letter to Jimmy, 2015), a reflection on the life and influence of 
James Baldwin. Mongo Beti sharply criticized the author of L’Enfant noir in an article in 
Présence Africaine in 1955, titled “Afrique noire, littératre rose.” As Cazenave and 
Célérier summarize, Mongo Beti “denounced what he saw as an unacceptable lack of 
political commitment and a stereotypical and tame rendition of Africans, at a time when 
Africa remained under colonial domination. […] Beyond the historical issue of 
colonialism, however, [his] attack raised the question of the moral responsibility of the 
African writer and the nature of literary engagement” (31). By seeking the posthumous 
endorsement of Camara Laye in prefacing him, Mabanckou also positions himself against 
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the mandate of engagement for African writers advocated by Mongo Beti.  
 This aligns with what Mabanckou has said elsewhere regarding the more 
contemporary debates and divisions about what is and is not appropriate for African 
writers. In a recent volume of Yale French Studies, which he co-edited with Dominic 
Thomas, Mabanckou compared decolonial-era debates such as these with the divisions 
among contemporary writers. At the time, “African writers were thus expected to speak 
in the name of Africa, in defense of the African people” (75). Today the debate isn’t about 
if you are “committed” or a “traitor to the west,” but “We have now moved, however, 
from a literature campaigning to recover an identity — the pioneering Negritude 
movement — to an introspective literature concerned with the condition of Black people 
around the world: a new generation of writers divided between ‘new-Negritude’ on the 
one hand and caustic commentary on the mores of Blacks caught up in globalization on 
the other” (75). He responds to criticism that many writers from Africa, living, working 
and publishing in the diaspora whether in North America or Europe, are therefore less in 
touch with the African continent and are less “authentic” than those who have remained 
in their respective home countries. The new generation is reproached for “a certain 
insolence, interpreted as a way of escaping from the periphery and fitting into the mold of 
a global literature, more prestigious and validating, by erasing all outward signs of 
African-ness” (83). This is often aimed at the people who signed the manifesto Pour une 
littérature-monde en français, including Mabanckou, in which  
[they] declared [their] need to unite in a large body in hopes of achieving a 
kind of universality. The universal forms a whole, but there is no 
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universality where this totality lacks diverse components which, once 
unified, constitute a disparate yet coherent entity. The new generation 
embraces this desirable disparity, while remaining fully aware that it 
speaks in the name of no people and no nation. It is in no sense a travel 
agency for the dark continent. And it assumes full and entire responsibility 
for its creative activity (83, italics original). 
 It is also important to note that Mabanckou’s preface to L’Enfant noir marks a 
turn in his writing, just preceding his 2007 Lettre à Jimmy, his first non-fiction 
monograph. It is likely not a coincidence that this transition to more critical texts 
occurred at about the same time that Mabanckou was beginning his career as an academic 
in the United States: in 2002 he joined the faculty at the University of Michigan as 
Assistant Professor of French and since 2006 he has been a full Professor in the French 
and Francophone Studies Department at UCLA. Mabanckou’s role as an academic in the 
United States is not a unique one. Many francophone writers hold professorships at 
American institutions, a trend that goes back to Assia Djebar (French at several 
institutions, including New York University), Maryse Condé (French at Columbia 
University), and more recently Abdourahman Waberi (French and creative writing at 
George Washington University) and Emmanuel Dongala (chemistry at Simon’s Rock 
College; it should also be noted that Dongala’s professorship is less related to his fiction 
writing not only for the subject matter he teaches but also for the fact that he came to the 
United States as a refugee from the civil war in the Republic of Congo). Therefore 
associating his name in this way with an author who is found on the syllabi of countless 
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African literature courses in the US every semester, both in French and in its English 
translation, is yet another strategic act, meant to place him in a certain role, and granting 
him authority through his (written/critical) proximity to Camara Laye. It also represents 
another way in which Mabanckou is accepting a heritage of the repertoire available to 
people of color who write in French. Academic prestige and, it must be said, a certain 
measure of financial stability, are available to the authors mentioned above through 
positions like these, from a university system that is more flexible in the accepted 
credentials for becoming a member of the academy than in France. My point here is not 
that this is an exceptional phenomenon in the United States; to the contrary, there is a 
long tradition in the U.S. academy of making creative writing and literature 
professorships available to practitioners of the craft. Rather, there is a significant tradition 
of francophone writers occupying this trans-Atlantic position of mutually-reinforcing 
roles. Though these writers may be barely known outside of academic circles and 
students of French in the same country where they are making a portion of their 
professional lives, since so little literature in translation is published and read in the 
United States, it is still a significant role that in turn does have some weight when those 
writers, or at least their written works, travel back to the French-speaking capital.7  
                                                        
7 The lack of academic recognition in France by these writers of talent has not gone 
unnoticed, and was even partly the subject of then-presidential candidate Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s May 2007 public response in Le Figaro to the “Pour une littérature-monde en 
français” manifesto. In “Pour une francophonie vivante et populaire” [“For a Living and 
Popular Francophonie”], Sarkozy proposes the creation of “chaires francophones” 
[“francophone chairs”] in French universities, in part to stem a sort of bran drain to the 
United States. He cites Mabanckou along with Condé and Mbembe as specific examples 
of this problem. Mabanckou engaged Sarkozy on this point numerous times, including in 
a blog post on CongoPage immediately following Sarkozy’s original statement, and 
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 The fact that all of these elements can be teased out of the simple appearance of 
this preface points to the fact that, as Bokiba says, “une préface peut être lue 
secondairement comme une introduction, non seulement à l'oeuvre à laquelle elle est 
jointe, mais comme une introduction à l'oeuvre du préfacier” (137) [“a preface can be 
read secondarily as an introduction, not only to the work to which it is attached, but to the 
work of the preface-writer”]. Mabanckou’s introduction to Camara Laye also introduces 
Mabanckou’s work and his positions — both ideological (in terms of taking the “side” of 
Laye in the quarrel with Mongo Beti) and professional (in terms of his move to criticism 
in addition to his corpus of fictional work) in various literary fields (both in France and in 
the U.S.) to the attentive reader.  
 Mabanckou makes his knowledge of other writers and texts apparent in this 
preface, and also strategically uses these references, as his comments regarding his blog 
allude to above. He is particularly attentive to the legacy of prefaces and other pre-texts 
that have gone on to live a life of their own, independent of the literary works upon which 
they originally were meant to rely. He references the poem that opens L'enfant noir, a 
long dedication to the mother of the author, and its place as a standalone text, at least in 
our preface-writer's childhood: 
De même qu’“Orphée noir” – la fameuse préface qu'écrivit Jean-Paul 
Sartre pour l'Anthologie de Léopold Sédar Senghor – devint en lui-même 
un texte détachable du livre du poète et contribua à “légitimer” le 
                                                                                                                                                                     
several years later in 2012 on the televised debate at Canal+ I referred to in the opening 
of this chapter, when Sarkozy was running for reelection. It does not appear that this 
initiative has taken root. 
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mouvement de la négritude, L'Enfant noir est précédé d'un texte 
“détachable” intitulé “À ma mère.” Ce texte dépassa très vite le cadre de 
la simple dédicace à la mère de l'auteur et apparaît de nos jours comme le 
plus vibrant des hommages qu'un écrivain africain ait rendu à la femme 
africaine. Reprise par les grands musiciens africains, apprise par coeur 
sans discontinuité dans les écoles, cette 'dédicace' figure en bonne place 
dans la plupart des anthologies de littérature francophone, rivalisant le 
plus souvent avec le célèbre poème “Femme nue, femme noire” de 
Léopold Sédar Senghor! (Mabanckou, “Livre initiatique,” ii).  
[In the same way that “Black Orpheus” — the famous preface written by 
Jean-Paul Sartre for Léopold Sédar Senghor’s Anthology — became in 
and of itself a text that could be detached from the poet’s book and 
contributed to “legitimizing” the negritude movement, Black Boy is 
preceded by a “detachable” text titled “To My Mother.” This text very 
quickly went beyond its place as a simple dedication to the author’s 
mother and today exists as one of the most vibrant homages to the 
African woman ever by an African writer. Taken up by great African 
musicians, continuously memorized in schools, this “dedication” has an 
honored place in most anthologies of francophone literature, rivaling the 
famous poem “Black Woman” by Léopold Sédar Senghor!] 
More than reading a simple appreciation of the beauty of this poetic ode to maternal love, 
the reader must ask if there is not another kind of performance happening here in this 
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preface that references so many other prefaces. One can't help but wonder if Mabanckou's 
text, which also has its own standalone title, “Livre initiatique” (“Initiatory Book”), 
wasn't perhaps meant in someway to become another “detachable” text in its own right, 
like “Black Orpheus” and “To My Mother.” Again, Mabanckou’s prefacing here seems 
less about Camara Laye and more about his own position. He aligns himself in a long 
tradition of works that have become so significant that they have some to stand as 
important works on their own in the prefacer’s bibliography. These allusions to this 
phenomenon planted in “Livre initiatique” point to a way of stepping into these 
established roles for the intellectual who is concerned with what at stake in 
francophone/(post)colonial literature. 
 But Jean-Paul Sartre’s and Camara Laye’s works are not the only two recognized 
border texts that Mabanckou references in his preface.  He remarks that Laye is 
engageant (engaging) as opposed to being engagé (politically engaged or activist), 
purposefully borrowing the terminology of Sony Labou Tansi's famous preface to La vie 
et demie (Mabanckou, “Livre initiatique,” iv-v). Once again we see a reference to yet 
another paratext to a canonical African text in French, and one that has again, taken on a 
life of its own in a way, often quoted and debated in French letters regarding the question 
of “engaged” or “activist” literature.  
 He later references Toni Morrison's criticism of Camara Laye, and in general her 
contribution to his work becoming known in the United States (Mabanckou, Livre 
initiatique, vi). Two aspects of this citation are important here. First, Mabanckou 
references another model of the contemporary author-critic. Morrison is of course known 
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for her monumental contribution to African-American letters, but also respected as a 
literary critic (the article he references appeared in the New York Review of Books and she 
also has collections of critical essays like 1993’s Playing in the Dark:Whiteness and the 
Literary Imagination). While not explicitly saying so, Mabanckou seems to bring up this 
other figure of authorship to serve as an authoritative example not only in her opinion of 
Camara Laye's oeuvre but also as a possible model of authorship to emulate in his move 
from creative writer toward that of critic. Second, Morrison serves as a specifically 
American model of this type of authorship. She in fact began her professional life in 
publishing, and her work as an editor was instrumental in getting other black women 
writers published, before transitioning to academia and finally being recognized as a 
creative author of talent. Again, this preface was published in the moment of his 
transition to a role of professor in the US academy. Though the trajectory of his career 
moves in the opposite direction as Morrison's, the act of calling upon an American model 
of this figure reminds us that his performance of author-scholar is precisely dependent 
upon the U.S. university system; since he holds a law degree from l’Université Paris-
Dauphine as opposed to a doctorate in literature, he is barred from holding this type of 
job in France, and indeed is restricted in some ways in his role at UCLA, such as the fact 
that he cannot direct research like doctoral dissertations.   
 It is also interesting that his positioning is in fact doubly dependent on a dialogue 
between both countries: his position as professor in the U.S. is for the most part 
predicated on his literary success in Paris, while his legitimacy as writer and critic in 
France is in part predicated on his position at UCLA, as evidenced by the fact that this is 
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always mentioned on book jackets, in introductions to interviews, etc. Mabanckou is a 
transnational writer not only in his own physical crossing of borders but also in the 
mutual dependency of both of his literary roles on the one he plays in the other country. 
 
Prefacing La France noire 
 Mabanckou also prefaced the 2011 book La France noire: Trois siècles de 
présences. The text, edited by Pascal Blanchard and with contributions from prominent 
postcolonialists Pap Ndiaye, Achille Mbembe and others, attempts a general history of 
the presence of blacks in France over the past three hundred years, with a particular 
emphasis on representations in visual culture. Its release was also accompanied by a 
three-part documentary series on the Franco-German station Arte in the fall of 2011 
around the same subject, which featured many of the same historians and sociologists as 
the book and, in the last installment in contemporary culture, even a few appearances by 
Mabanckou.  
 His preface to this significant (over 300 pages) historical work is a scant two 
pages, yet the act of his prefacing seems to dominate the work itself. His name, and “Prix 
Renaudot 2006” feature prominently on the cover of the book, and multiple times inside 
the text on the title page, and the heading to the preface. Likewise, in most of the 
promotion and criticism for the book at the moment of its release, it was almost 
invariably mentioned that “Alain Mabanckou, Prix Renaudot 2006” prefaced the book. 
The preface itself is not particularly interesting to this study in that it does not introduce 
any new themes in his writing, or rather briefly touches upon those he develops at length 
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in other more lengthy works.8 However, I propose that this text should be read as a 
performative act that stages the author as an authority figure. The fact that he did it and 
the title of his literary prize operating as a sort of identity card, all have a heavier 
significance than the content of the preface itself.9 This is an example of exactly how the 
author function, understood as a disembodied force disconnected from the lived 
experience of the writer in question, is misguided, and does not fully account for the 
forces at work in literature as a social phenomenon. The author’s name stamped on the 
cover of this book is not without history or embodied experience. Mabanckou’s name is 
there as preface-writer because of his author biography, including the roles he has played 
outside of the strictly literary field. These include his prize winnings, but also his 
connection to the historians and sociologists whose work makes up the bulk of the 
content of La France noire. As I demonstrated in Chapter 1, Foucault is correct in saying 
that the author function is a classifying tool for grouping texts together. But these 
classifications are often based on elements related to the author’s embodied person. 
Mabanckou, for example, in part has the power to authorize this book based on his past 
writings (fiction like Black Bazar, or essays like those included in Écrivain et oiseau 
migrateur) that address, from another angle than La France noire of course, the subject 
                                                        
8  Notably, the distinction he makes between a more homogenous African-American 
community and the impossibility of truly labeling blacks in France as one community, 
which he addresses in fiction in Black Bazar (especially through the French Antillean 
character of L’Hybride) and in his essay Le Sanglot de l’homme noir. 
9 Interestingly, Mabanckou also reviews La France noire on his blog upon its release. 
He does not mention his own role as author of the book's preface (entry from 3 
November 2011). Is this an instance of modesty, or a desire to appear neutral in his 
review and implicit recommendation of the book when he was an interested party in 
the volume’s success? 
  
176
of the book which also happens to be an experience that the writer himself lives/has 
lived: that is to say, being a black man in France. His authority therefore comes from 
things related to both his personal and professional experiences, and it is impossible to 
separate the writer from his lived reality.  
 Once again, the paratext, living on the border of the intended volume as it does, is 
a site for mediation between these inside and outside worlds, showing at once how the 
author’s external life influences how he is perceived, while also subtly disguising this in 
the text. That is to say, convention has conditioned readers to accept the writer whose 
name appears attached to the preface as an authority because that is where authority 
figures usually go, in the same way that Sartre automatically benefits from the hierarchy 
of preceding Senghor’s Anthologie. This is why a closer reading of paratexts is vital for 
the reader to avoid accepting these types of documents uncritically, without being 
attentive to the structures at work and the “why” of those authoritative voices. 
 In addition, of the examples discussed here, this final discursive performance is 
the one least directly related to his role in the literary sphere, and is emblematic of his 
shift toward a commentator and authority figure on cultural topics in general, specifically 
comparing media and popular culture between France and the United States (while not 
leaving his fiction career behind). Mabanckou's literary success, both in terms of number 
of copies sold as well as critical recognition in the form of literary prizes such as the 
Renaudot, pushed him into a larger cultural sphere that no longer limits him to just the 
literary. As in the varied topics he once addressed in his blog, he is in this instance called 
upon to comment on and critique cultural phenomena in a more general sense. This 
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preface also shows a continuation of the development towards African writers prefacing 
other African writers, a positive example of the project of recognizing the presences of 
black people in France in the book that also in its politics of publication recognizes the 
contributions that people of color have had and continue to have in France, and in other 
French-speaking communities. 
  
Miano: Prefacing and Prefaced 
 I will now turn to several examples of Léonora Miano’s work, both her own 
preface and preface-like material, as well as an instance of someone else prefacing her 
translated work. Miano’s role as preface-writer is significantly different than that of 
Mabanckou’s, and she presents a more collaborative model than the ones discussed 
above, a model rooted in black feminism. At the same time, she also verbalizes thoughts 
about her own work and in a way appropriates some of the interpretation function that 
allographic prefaces normally serve. Finally, I would like to again reflect on the idea of 
authorial agency in an example of a time when this agency was denied, specifically in the 
case of the English translation and publication of Miano’s L’Intérieur de la nuit.  
 Miano wrote a preface to Nathalie Etoke’s theoretical examination of African 
diasporic cultures Melancholia Africana (2010). Etoke is Associate Professor at 
Connecticut College in the United States, and her text is an academic one, tracing an 
almost philosophical idea through a variety of African literature and cultural expressions. 
Miano is therefore a fiction writer opening the non-fiction study with a reflection on the 
work. This format, fiction spotlighting or serving as touchstone for the academic work to 
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follow, is one that continues in Etoke’s volume, as seen in for example her own “Avant-
propos” which begins with epigraphs by Audre Lorde and Aimé Césaire along side Frantz 
Fanon (a strategy that Miano also employs in her work). This mixing of genres is one 
that, as Miano points out in her preface, seems to carry through her essay in the way she 
weaves together both the personal and the analytical to make her argument:  
Nous avons affaire, bien entendu, au travail très documenté d’une 
universitaire. Cependant, le ressenti et la subjectivité de l’auteur sont 
parfaitement assumés et revendiqués. Nathalie Etoke théorise autant à 
partir de son savoir qu’avec ses émotions. C’est un risque, évidemment, 
d’affirmer, dès les premières lignes du texte, que la pensée qui s’exprime 
ici ne souhaite pas se détacher du vécu de l’auteur, qu’elle n’est pas 
uniquement le fait d’une chercheuse, d’une scientifique, mais d’une 
personne” (Miano, “Préface: Penser l’avenir” 8).  
[Here we are of course dealing with the well-researched work of an 
academic. Nevertheless, the author completely claims and takes 
responsibility for her feelings and subjectivity. Nathalie Etoke theorizes 
based on her knowledge as much as she does based on her emotions. It’s 
clearly a risk to affirm, starting with the first lines of the text, that the 
thought that is expressed here doesn’t wish to detach itself from the lived 
experience of the author, that this thought is not only the work of a 
researcher, a scholar, but of a person.] 
There is therefore room for the author’s subjectivity to be recognized. This passage 
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demonstrates an alliance with what Patricia Hill Collins sees as one of the “distinguishing 
features” of black feminist thought. Miano evokes Etoké’s fusing her personal 
experiences as a black woman with her academic knowledge. Hill Collins would call this 
“subjugated knowledge,” that is to say “the knowledge gained at intersecting oppressions 
of race, class, and gender” that is “designed to oppose oppression” (8-9). This passage 
also shows, in the figure of Miano especially, that the strict divisions between scholarly 
work and creative work are not always productive or even realistic. Both of these factors 
recall what Carole Boyce Davies has said regarding the “death of the author” and its 
foreclosure of opportunities for women of color in particular (see Chapter 1). But later on 
in Black Women, Writing, and Identity she remarks that breaking down these barriers 
between critical and creative may provide for one way around what she calls the “‘death 
of the author’ syndrome” and its attendant problems of representation. That is to say, in 
allowing the author to take up part of the interpretive function of criticism, she 
participates in some of the meaning-making that is only left to the reader in Barthes’ 
view. Without letting the author’s interpretation become the sole accepted meaning for a 
written work, authors still can and do interpret (Boyce Davies 55). I would add to this 
that examples like Miano’s crossing into the critical is a way that the public sees more of 
her, and thus additionally falls into the realm of performance in the sense that she is 
putting herself on display in another light. Prefaces are also usually written in the 
author’s own voice, and allow the reading public to see, in less equivocal terms than 
some creative works, the subject positions of the writer. In this case, Miano’s espousal of 
values usually associated with black feminism as theorized by U.S. scholars affirms the 
  
180
trans-Atlantic nature of her varied influences and inspiration, which is present in her 
fiction and in her paratexts, as I detail below. 
 Miano also acknowledges crossing another line for writers, neither academic nor 
popular: prefacing a work in which one is cited (“Préface: Penser l’avenir” 7). She goes 
on to then make transparent the reasons why and the circumstances under which her 
writing this preface came about, admitting that she asked directly for the permission to do 
so (“[J]’ai prié Nathalie Etoke de m’accorder ce privilège”; [I begged Nathalie Etoke to 
grant me this privilege]) for several reasons, not least of which being that they became 
good personal friends (7). While one can speculate that this is most likely true in many 
cases of the process of identifying someone to write a preface, it is rare that such close 
relationships are explicitly referred to in the text itself, and are in fact given as part of the 
reason that the writer would agree to it. It should also be said that, while Miano uses very 
humble and almost deferential language here (“de m’accorder ce privilège,” “une 
compagne dont la réflexion me porte et me nourrit,” “Préfacer son ouvrage est donc une 
manière de lui rendre hommage”; [to grant me this privilege] [a companion whose 
reflections carry and nourish me] [Prefacing her work is therefore a way to honor her]) it 
is more likely that Miano, already in 2010 a recognized novelist who had published seven 
books at that point, is in this instance doing a favor for a lesser-known friend and 
academic. Despite other gestures by these two writers of collaboration that push back 
against hierarchy as advocated by black feminism, the structures of academia and 
publishing are still at play here, seen in the exchange of authentication and visibility. 
 Most importantly, Miano and Etoke here demonstrate a more collaborative model 
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between preface-writer and author of the main body of text, upsetting the notion of 
hierarchy discussed earlier. There is also a simultaneous aspect about it — that is to say 
both Miano and Etoke are working on similar projects and they claim this preface came 
about more or less organically. There is a mutual dialogue or work of reinforcement 
going on between Etoke’s academic study and Miano’s fiction, specifically Les Aubes 
écarlates (2009). Miano mentions here that before this philosophic volume was 
published, she had already included excerpts from Etoke’s work-in-progress at the end of 
her 2009 novel. She sees their work, though operating in different genres and registers, as 
dealing with the same questions and issues: “Alors que je terminais un roman portant sur 
la manière dont l’Afrique subsaharienne avait pris en compte la traite transatlantique et 
ses conséquences […], Nathalie Etoke commençait un travail sur la perte, le deuil et la 
survie chez les populations subsahariennes et afrodescendantes. Il y avait donc une 
sororité de fait entre création littéraire et travail d’analyse” (7) [While I was finishing a 
novel focused on the way in which Subsaharan Africa had taken into account the trans-
Atlantic slave trade and its consequences […] Nathalie Etoke was beginning a work on 
loss, mourning, and survival in Subsaharan and Afrodescendant populations. There was 
therefore a de facto sisterhood between literary creation and analytic work.]. This 
“sorority” sets up a collaborative relationship that attempts to break down the hierarchies 
normally at work in the relationship between the preface and the body of the volume, 
placing both writers on equal footing and both of them crediting the other with nourishing 
and stimulating their intellectual work. Additionally, the idea of sisterhood obviously 
implies a women-only group of collaborators. While previous examples that I have 
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looked at in this chapter crossed boundaries in race, generation, and the field of the 
writers in question, they all remained focused on male-only dialogues in prefacing 
commentary. Miano emphasizes specifically female solidarity in this quote, though 
subtly, phrasing it rather as the sisterhood between literary creation and analytical work. 
Yet the act of a woman prefacing another woman — and both from Douala, Cameroon — 
stands out for its singularity. 
 Etoke and Miano are also collaborators in another significant area, namely, 
Miano’s Paris-based foundation Mahogany and the literary prize that organization began 
awarding in 2012. Mahogany’s mission is “de valoriser les expériences subsahariennes et 
afrodescendantes. L’association se veut un espace au sein duquel ces cultures pourraient 
s’approcher, dialoguer, se comprendre et se faire comprendre. Mahogany promeut la 
création mais aussi la pensée des Subsahariens et des Afrodescendants, à travers des 
rencontres littéraires, des projections de films, des conférences, des expositions et toute 
manifestation éducative ou culturelle” (“Qui sommes-nous?”) [to valorize Subsaharan 
and Afrodescendant experiences. The association aims to be a space at the heart of which 
these cultures can come closer together, dialogue with each other, understand each other 
and be understood. Mahogany promotes creation but also intellectual thought from 
Subsaharan and Afrodescendant peoples, through literary events, film screenings, 
lectures, exhibits, and all types of educational or cultural projects]. The site lists Miano 
and Etoke as President and Secretary, respectively, of the association (“Qui sommes-
nous?).  
 If, in the example of Etoke’s book, Miano demonstrates her agency and her 
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collaborative actions in framing her work and (in conjunction with) her colleague’s, the 
English translation of L’Intérieur de la nuit is an example of the dangers that arise when 
writers are not allowed agency in the production and circulation of their works; or, 
perhaps it is more precise to say the danger for the reader who does not approach the 
paratexts with a critical eye. Miano’s 2005 novel was published in English as Dark Heart 
of the Night in 2010 by University of Nebraska Press, with the support of a French Voices 
grant. French Voices is a program administered by FACE (French American Cultural 
Exchange), a non-profit that funds many cultural initiatives in film, literature, and the arts 
in the United States, and works in partnership with the Cultural Services of the French 
Embassy in New York. Works chosen to be funded by this program are meant to represent 
current waves in French culture and, because of this tie to the Embassy, are in a way 
officially sanctioned by a branch of the French government. The webpage of the French 
Voices program gives details about what the grant actually funds: a total of US$6,000 is 
awarded to the translator (US$2,000) and the publisher (US$4,000) (“Presentation”) of 
the selected texts to help offset costs of production. The original author is noticeably 
absent from this list of grantees, and hints at the lack of control she might have in this 
process of transformation that is done to her work.  
 Miano has been vocal about her objections to the changes to her novel and her 
absence in the publication process of Dark Heart of the Night. In a pair of lectures given 
at University of Michigan Ann Arbor and Michigan State University,10 and later 
                                                        
10 The lecture at Michigan State was part of a multi-day conference organized by Frieda 
Ekotto and Kenneth Harrow, Critical Theory Concerning Cultural Production of African 
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republished in French in the volume Habiter la frontière (2012), she explains how the 
title, cover, and added preface of the English translation run counter to her wishes and to 
the overall message of her novel. First, for an English-speaking reader, the title has clear 
resonances with Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, a novel that has long been 
considered emblematic of problematic western views about Africa. The imagery 
associated with this chosen title is, in the words of Miano, “une Afrique sauvage, barbare, 
à peine humaine” (Habiter la frontière 53) [A savage, barbarous, and barely human 
Africa]. She was able to express her own opinion on a suggestion for the translation for 
the title before publication, one that she felt was closer in line with the original title, but it 
was rejected by the publisher (53). Imagery associated with Conrad’s novel continues on 
the cover art and the back cover blurb from the publisher makes it explicit: “What is 
Africa’s own ‘heart of darkness’?” begins the synopsis, and concludes that the novel “is a 
profoundly disturbing novel in its evocation of the darkest side of people driven by their 
instinct to survive.” While L’Intérieur de la nuit certainly contains violent images in its 
recounting of the invasion of a small village in a fictitious central African country, the 
emphasis on “dark” sides of human nature — implied, the nature of African peoples — is 
far from the humanist message that Miano actually claims to convey here and in her 
collected works, and the desire to address violence and injustice by looking at them 
directly. Where some critics see her work like L’Intérieur de la nuit as reinforcing 
negative stereotypes about the African continent, Miano asserts, “…on ne chasse pas le 
mal en détournant les yeux” (Habiter la frontière, 55) [“we can’t drive out evil by 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Literature and Cinema: Comparisons across Borders. In another example of their literary 
and critical sisterhood, Miano gave one of the keynotes, and Etoke was the respondent. 
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averting our eyes”]. 
 In addition to funding the work of the translator and publisher, the French Voices 
grant program requires that a foreword be added to the edition for the U.S. market. This is 
the portion of the book over which Miano had the least control; in Habiter la frontière 
she says that she was only made aware of the existence of the foreword after publication, 
and goes on to explain that she was completely left out of negotiations between the 
Cultural Services of the French Embassy and the publisher (54). Upon learning of the 
foreword and its contents, she responded in the online literary journal Complete Review, 
in a letter which was also circulated widely on the African Literature and Cinema Listserv 
on H-Net, detailing her objections to the preface’s “lies” about herself and Cameroon,11 
and formally requested that University of Nebraska Press withdraw the foreword 
(“Léonora Miano Controversy and Statement”).12 
 While the example of this translation and the controversy that followed are, again, 
examples of the dangers of lack of authorial agency or lack of the reader’s awareness 
about these tensions, it is also an example of Miano using her agency to voice her 
disagreement with the published volume after the fact. Her rebuttal was not only 
published online (and also picked up in a blog post by the UK paper the Guardian) but 
also circulated on the African Literature and Cinema list serve hosted by the H-Net 
                                                        
11 Among the several objections Miano has to the foreword are factual ones like 
Svoboda’s claim that “Cameroon has the worst human rights record of any country in 
Africa,” and that the reason Miano left Cameroon for France was to escape violence in 
her home country, as well as aesthetic misinformation, like saying that Miano is opposed 
to Négritude or Panafricanism. 
12 The current editions of the text on the publisher’s website and on Amazon no longer 
list Svoboda’s foreword as being included. 
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platform. This list, widely read by Africanist academics in the United States, reaches at 
least the most likely audiences for her English translation, though copies of her book with 
the unfortunate foreword may still be for sale in U.S. bookstores and indeed on shelves in 
university libraries. The fact that these rebuttals circulated in a digital space is significant. 
Though still relatively new and without the caché or authority that comes with print 
information in a prestigious press or newspaper, forums like Listservs have the potential 
to reach a large, targeted audience very quickly, while bypassing the traditional 
gatekeepers of the means of production. In this instance, Miano is not a new, unpublished 
writer trying to break into the center publishing world. Rather, she is an already-
established, recognized novelist who in the moment still needs a path around the power 
structures in place to directly communicate with the public. Digital paratexts, then, are 
not always reserved for the younger, greener writer, but can be a useful tool for resistance 
by the established author who is mis-represented.  I will return in more detail to other 
sites of digital commentary by Miano and others below. But for now I would like to 
linger on a final example of Miano’s printed paratext, the collection of essays I have 
referenced above, Habiter la frontière. 
 As I already mentioned, the texts included in this volume were originally given as 
lectures in various institutions, several of them in U.S. universities. As such, the printed 
collection represents the first time that many of these lectures by Miano were made 
available to a French-speaking public. I wish to discuss this book along with prefaces and 
other paratexts because I think that it can be productive to look at Habiter la frontière as a 
sort of collection of prefaces to her own work, if Miano were allowed to be her own 
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preface-writer. This is a space where Miano the writer transitions to Miano the critic — 
and sometimes of her own work. Régine Jean-Charles reads Habiter la frontière as the 
theoretical text that outlines what Miano puts into practice in her fiction: specifically, the 
perceived paradox of being a black woman in France that imposes a false choice between 
one identity or the other, noire ou française; the performance piece Écrits pour la parole 
is a bridge between these two modes (78). Jean-Charles argues that, “form becomes a 
way of transcending the concept of paradox through readings […and] poetics and 
performance function as an attempt to renegotiate paradox and propose duality in its 
stead” (75). In other words, through performance there is space to reject the imposed 
dichotomy and embrace rather the and/both identities that black feminist theory allows 
for, which was already seen in Miano and Etoke’s writing relationship. While Jean-
Charles sees Habiter la Frontière as the strictly theoretical text whose ideas are expressed 
elsewhere through performance and fiction, I propose that the collection of essays is not 
completely excluded from the realm of performance, either. Because of its first life as a 
series of speeches, Habiter la frontière already has a hybrid element. This multiplicity of 
form is analogous to Miano’s multiplicity of roles, as creative writer and critic, and this 
text in particular is a site where her transitions back and forth between the two is made 
visible. 
 In the “Introduction” to Habiter la frontière, Miano says that these lectures-
turned-essays are an opportunity for her to go more in depth on subjects that journalists 
normally don’t allow the space or the time for when she is interviewed: “…ces invitations 
[…] me permettaient de dire toutes les choses auxquelles les journalistes s’intéressent 
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finalement assez peu, […] tout implement parce que la manière dont la presse fonctionne 
de nos jours permet rarement d’aller au fond des choses” (5) [“these invitations allowed 
me to say all the things that journalists, in the end, aren’t very interested in, for the simple 
reason that the way in which the press functions today rarely permits going to the bottom 
of things”]. Though she mentions the press here, rather than preface writers, I think the 
sentiment is a similar one. At least part of a preface’s function is to offer an 
interpretation, a “way in” for the reader to the text that follows, what Watts observes as 
the trope of translation in prefaces (4). This interpretive act is at least part of what she is 
doing here, and she says as much later on in the Introduction, speaking of something that 
she feels she owes to her readers: “…je crois devoir aux lecteurs qui me font l’amitié de 
passer du temps avec mes écrits, de leur ouvrir un peu les portes, non pas tellement de 
mon jardin secret, mais au moins de mon projet esthétique, leur dire quelque chose des 
thématiques qui me tiennent à coeur” (6-7) [“I think I owe it to readers who do me the 
kindness of spending time with my writing to open the door for them a little bit, not 
exactly to my secret garden, but at least to my aesthetic project, to tell them something 
about the themes that are important to me”].  
 The essays in this volume can be looked at as a sort of collection of prefaces then, 
for their interpretive function. But there is also a maneuver on the part of the writer who 
is positioning herself in her field, one that distinguishes her from some other writers in 
her cohort. Miano is aware of placing herself in relation to the academy — and 
specifically the American academy — in these lectures. In comparison to Mabanckou’s 
prefaces which serve in part a function of establishing himself within the system of U.S. 
  
189
universities, this volume from Miano places her, if not exactly directly opposed to the 
university, certainly not aiming to claim a space within it. Though several of these talks 
took place at U.S. institutions (University of California Los Angeles, University of 
Michigan Ann Arbor, Michigan State, University of Rochester) she clearly declares in the 
Introduction that “il s’agit d’une parole personnelle, non universitaire” (7) [this is a 
personal, not academic, talk]. What’s more, later on in “Lire enfin les écrivains 
subsahariens” [“Finally Reading Sub-Saharan Writers”], while she recognizes the 
dependence of sub-Saharan writers working in French on universities in the United 
States,13 she also expresses her wish to not necessarily belong to this group of writers 
who wish to make the transition across the Atlantic, and even articulates some frustration 
with North American professors of African literatures. She addresses members of her 
audience directly here for what they are not doing for sub-Saharan writers, and she takes 
                                                        
13 “Vous devez le savoir, pour un écrivain subsaharien vivant en France comme c’est mon 
cas, il est très important d’entretenir de bonnes relations avec l’Université étasunienne. 
Le fait d’être invités au sein de votre Académie et d’y enseigner le cas échéant, nous 
confère du prestige en France. La plupart d’entre nous seraient prêts à tout pour 
obtenir cela, même s’ils doivent aller se terrer dans une insignifiante faculté de 
l’Amérique profonde. Je devrais donc vous caresser dans le sens du poil, tout mettre 
en oeuvre pour me faire aimer de vous, déployer tous mes talents pour m’assurer que 
vous choisissiez d’enseigner mes livres et m’aidiez à les faire traduire en anglais” (33). 
[“You should know, that for a sub-Saharan writer living in France as is my case, it is 
very important to maintain good relationships with American academia. Being invited 
to the seat of your academy and perhaps to teach there bestows prestige upon us in 
France. Most of us would be ready to do anything to get that position, even going to 
hole one’s self up in an unknown school in the American heartland. I should therefore 
be sure not to rub you the wrong way, do everything so that you like me, deploy all my 
talents to make sure that you chose to teach my books and help me get them translated 
into English.”] Miano here also touches upon the same topic of debate between 
Mabanckou and Sarkozy regarding the flow of francophone writers to U.S. 
universities. Miano’s skeptical observation is critical of this practice, not necessarily 
for what France is losing, but for the potential danger to sub-Saharan writers and their 
works in needing to stay in the good graces of U.S. academics. 
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them to task for not studying their texts in enough depth and in the ways that they write: 
[O]n ne sait toujours pas comment ils écrivent. Depuis que vous lisez ces 
auteurs, au point, pour certains d’entre vous, d’avoir fait de cette lecture 
votre spécialité, vous n’avez rien dit au monde de ce que vous avez lu. 
Ou alors, vous n’avez pas parlé assez fort, on ne vous a pas entendu, ce 
qui revient au même. Vous n’avez pas eu suffisamment de considération 
pour les objets de vos études. Vous êtes restés à distance, comme des 
promeneurs au zoo. Vous n’avez pas permis à ces textes de pénétrer en 
vous, même quand vous avez passé votre vie à en fréquenter les auteurs. 
(50, italics original) 
[We still don’t know how they write. Since you have been reading these 
authors, to the point that for some of you you have made this reading 
your specialization, you have not said anything to the world about what 
you have read. Or you have not spoken loud enough, they didn’t hear 
you, which amounts to the same thing. You did not have sufficient 
consideration your objects of study. You have remained at a distance, like 
visitors in a zoo. You have not allowed these texts to penetrate you, even 
when you have spent your entire life around the authors of those same 
texts.] 
In this scathing critique of academics, Miano positions herself not quite as anti-academy 
but definitely confirms that she does not seek to establish herself as a member of the 
clique either. Her language aligns certain aspects of literary critics and researchers with 
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the same racist imagery of the Colonial Exhibition at Vincennes that Nadège Veldwachter 
sees in some problematic paratexts: Miano criticizes these specialists for remaining as 
“promeneurs au zoo” [“visitors at the zoo”] when it comes to really knowing texts by 
African writers, an image that recalls the human exhibits of colonial regions seen at 
Vincennes in 1931. The metaphorical language of “fréquenter les auteurs” could simply 
refer to figuratively being in the company of the authors one has chosen to specialize in. 
But taken literally, “fréquenter” can also imply a physical, personal visit, a connotation 
that aligns her critique with a skeptical view of the many personal appearances by 
contemporary authors that I examine in the next chapter. 
 In this critique, Miano differentiates herself from the cohort of francophone 
writers who have established a foothold in the US academy, and therefore also need to 
maintain a certain academic profile in addition to their creative one. In this way Miano is 
also in contrast to one of the models in the repertoire for francophone African writers, as I 
highlighted in Chapter 1. While historically and still today, many francophone writers 
have had these kinds of ties with American colleges and universities, Miano’s role has 
thus far been limited to one of invited speaker, and she does not wish to change that 
relationship to say the least. Habiter la frontière is therefore important as an example of 
how Miano pushes back against this model for the contemporary writer from Africa.  
 
Critic, Creator, Curator: Digital Paratexts 
 The digital space available to writers today is another area where they are 
experimenting with and in new modes of expression. In 2011 the well-known nineteenth-
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century French play, Cyrano de Bergerac received a twenty-first-century makeover from 
the Swiss-Gabonese writer Bessora. But more than rewriting a simple pastiche of a 
classic romantic tragi-comedy, Bessora uses her novel as a vehicle for interrogating the 
ways in which identity can be re-formed, re-framed, and re-written. In her version, it is 
Roxane who seduces Christian, and Cyrano is her internal, gender-bending alter ego – 
who manifests him/herself in the protagonist's online dating site avatar, Cry@no. Here, 
the writer explores the possibilities of the digital format, in a genre more classically 
associated with the writer's medium. Cyr@no explores through the long, stable form of 
the novel, the possibilities of the immediacy and instability of communication and 
identity in the twenty-first century; here I investigate rather how this same author and two 
of her contemporaries practice in a different way these questions of a creative identity in 
the digital space. In their online presences, how do Bessora, Alain Mabanckou and 
Léonora Miano all present themselves as authors in their online performances: what 
models are they reiterating, or alternatively pushing back against?  
 At first glance the virtual space seems to erase embodiment, even more that the 
printed text and theories of the author function. But, as I argued in Chapter 1, and in a 
similar way as traditional publishing, individual embodied identities are not completely 
deleted. The authors I discuss here do not choose to obscure the markers of their race or 
gender.14 But in addition to this, what other signs do they use to either place themselves 
in a tradition, or conversely, set them apart (either in an alternative group, or as 
individuals with their own creative or critical perspective)? If performatives rely on 
                                                        
14 At least they don’t hide these markers in these forums where they are themselves as 
authors. We of course can't know if they take on other avatars elsewhere on the web. 
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reiteration (without being complete replicas), what are the established roles that these 
writers take up, reject, or alter? Finally, how are the values of the Parisian publishing 
industry either reiterated or challenged in this medium? That is to say, are the different 
models of expression proper to the Internet (blogs, curated sites) actually allowing 
alternative creation that pushes back against established accepted performances, or is it 
simply a relatively new method for distributing the same cultural production for which 
the same institutions continue to act as the gatekeepers? How important is the fact that 
these spaces, still peripheral to the print-dominated literary world, provide other 
opportunities for in some ways still-peripheral authors, for creation in its own right, in a 
space that overlaps with the traditional sphere that is still dominated by franco-French 
writers? I will look at these overlaps in Mabanckou’s blog, Bessora’s blog, and Miano’s 
official website.  These also intersect with both conventional publishing industry norms 
and structures, and the trope of the Internet as a venue for new, more democratic 
communication.  
 The three writers whose websites I spotlight here all achieve critical acclaim and 
popular readership while working with some of the most prestigious French publishing 
houses. Alain Mabanckou maintained a blog from 2005-2013, in which he commented on 
not only literature in French but larger cultural topics such as comparative France-US 
relations. Bessora keeps a blog that is more artistic and experimental in nature, which she 
uses as a creative outlet where she can incorporate visual and hypertextual elements not 
available to her in her printed fiction. Finally, Léonora Miano curates on her website a 
sort of personal archive of her artistic influences under the guise of suggested reading. 
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All three use the web here as their authorial personae, though there are nuances among 
them. Looking at these differences will provide three models for theorizing how 
performance on the web shapes the reading public's understanding of francophone 
African authors today: author as critic, as creator, and as curator. 
 I include author blogs and websites in this chapter on paratexts because I consider 
them to to fall into Genette’s category of the public authorial epitext: “Basically the 
epitext is overwhelmingly authorial, even if some of its forms involve the participation of 
one or several third parties” (351). There is already division between public and private 
authorial epitext, but each of those has some distinction within it “according to new 
criteria, themselves pragmatic or temporal in kind” (Genette 351). Time is an important 
element to consider in this area, because it is of paramount importance to performance 
studies, and perhaps even more so because of the Internet and its preference for 
immediate, “real time” information. This demand puts intense pressure on ideas about 
what, and who, is “current.” I will return to this in the conclusion to this chapter but 
timeliness will become a sometimes problematic issue in my readings that follow, from 
even a most practical level of pinning down our object of study. 
 
Alain Mabanckou: Blogger and Critic 
 Alain Mabanckou's blog was first hosted on the site congopage.com, a news and 
culture site in French focused on Congo-Brazzaville. Starting in 2010, the blog had its 
own site (though still linked from CongoPage), and was titled Black Bazar, referencing 
the author's 2009 book of the same name. This partly autobiographical novel recounts 
Mabanckou's own experiences living in Paris and his initiation to the writing craft. The 
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phrase “Black bazar” has since become a motif that Mabanckou repeats throughout much 
of his work, including a play and a music album of the same name. In its independent 
form, Black Bazar was most active in the years 2010-2012. Mabanckou all but stopped 
producing new content for it in November 2012, though he's been no less active on other 
platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, mainly for the promotion of his appearances on 
television or in person relating to his new book releases. The entries in these active years 
paint a picture of the author's first regular public presence on the web, which corresponds 
to a period of time when he became increasingly visible as a public figure as writer and 
as a general commentator on cultural topics. While the last entry in Black Bazar appeared 
in December 2013, the page was still accessible until it was taken down sometime after 9 
March 2014,15 and is entirely inaccessible except through the Internet Archive.  
 The author himself recognizes that the blog evolved over time, but in this 2007 
interview with Dominic Thomas around the time of the height of its popularity, he was 
clearly self-aware of how his criticism, in this forum at least, is a strategic construction 
based on the expectation of the public:  
In the beginning I thought my blog would become an instrument that 
would allow me to write all kinds of serious entries and analyses. But I 
soon realized that when a blog is created, the architect or the proprietor 
of the blog doesn't always have full control over the editorial line, but 
rather has to adapt to the expectations of the visitors who come to the 
site. Whereas I began with serious articles about literature and writing, I 
                                                        
15 The date of the last screen capture available on the Internet Archive showing the blog. 
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gradually began to broaden the scope toward more general cultural 
questions, and in so doing aligned myself more closely with what visitors 
wanted (Mabanckou and Thomas, 60). 
In terms of content and subject matter, then, the blog is a written performance directed at 
meeting the expectations of the audience. What Mabanckou describes here is a discursive 
act of staging himself, not unlike his position literally on stage at a concert for example: 
instead of welcoming a physically present audience and bringing them into the fold to 
participate in a concert of Congolese music, here he describes himself as adjusting his 
written production to bring his readers into the fold, not only to keep them interested but 
to welcome participation in the form of comments and replies to entries. 
 Mabanckou also positions himself within the blogosphere in relation to other 
writer-critics, specifically referring to the role of his friend and colleague Pierre 
Assouline.16 He uses this model to both justify or legitimize the digital space as a site of 
authoritative criticism, while simultaneously setting himself apart as a specifically 
“francophone” case. He himself recognizes the importance of his predecessor in this shift 
to the virtual space, remarking, “Un blog comme celui du journaliste et écrivain Pierre 
Assouline est aussi important qu'un espace d'un journal où l'on parle des livres. Et c'est 
tant mieux...” (cited in Malela 211) [“A blog like journalist and writer Pierre Assouline’s 
is as important as a newspaper where one talks about books. And it’s even better…”]. 
Here he makes explicit his link — amicable and professional, but also virtual — with the 
                                                        
16 Assouline played a role in the accusations of plagiarism aimed at Calixthe Beyala, 
already discussed in Chapter 2, and she subsequently wrote him in as a ridiculed 
character in her novels. 
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blog of Assouline. He is therefore not the only one to embrace digital media such as 
blogging as a form of legitimate literary criticism.  
 The blog operates in an ambivalent space, passing back and forth between 
periphery and center in the dominant literary field. At first a marginal new media without 
much legitimacy, blogs are becoming increasingly accepted places of, if not scholarship, 
accepted literary and cultural criticism. Mabanckou aligns himself with this movement in 
making known his professional and personal connections to Assouline, established 
literary critic in French in traditional print media (former editor of Lire magazine, 
continued critic for Le Nouvel observateur, and even in his move toward blogging on a 
page hosted by the newspaper Le Monde’s website). It is difficult to distinguish clear 
borders here; we encounter instead an overlap of establishment and new media, 
“francophone” and Parisian-centered literary fields. Yet Mabanckou clearly wants to 
position himself as, if not exactly an avant-garde, at the very least a current, up-to-date 
writer and critic, not only through his recommending of new writers and texts, but also in 
the very media through which he is publishing his commentary. Citing Mabanckou in this 
same interview with Dominic Thomas, he states authoritatively, “[P]eople agree that 
Pierre Assouline's blog is the most popular in the field of French literature, and my own 
as far as francophone literature is concerned” (Mabanckou and Thomas, 65). In declaring 
himself the authority in his sub-field of francophone blogs he is making it so, yet at the 
same time calling upon the authority of an unseen, virtual public to justify this: “people 
agree” that his is the most popular. His authority here comes not from content of his 
criticism or his educational background necessarily, but rather from his successful 
  
198
performance to a willing public. 
 The page itself puts on display various credentials of the author. Mabanckou 
makes explicit the roles in his life that justify sharing his opinions publicly. Blogs are 
often seen as a democratization of commentary; that is to say anyone (with Internet 
access) can express opinions in this format. But Mabanckou makes sure the reader is 
aware of his many connections to several different spheres of “legitimate” literary 
production. Links and images on the sidebar include his most recent published work 
(published last year with the prestigious Éditions du Seuil); and links to all of his 
publishers in both French in translation. Also included are blogs from other well-
connected critics and writers, like Pierre Assouline, other sites such as that of Étonnants 
Voyageurs (the largest French-language literary festival in the world, Mabanckou 
regularly appears there and has been a co-organizer of a recent traveling edition of the 
festival in Brazzaville, which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 4), and the 
homepage of UCLA's Department of French and Francophone Studies (where he has 
been a professor since 2006). While the web of course does not require credentials 
regarding what one can link to or not, these are people and organizations that the author 
has verifiable connections to. Displaying them in this way shows Mabanckou's 
connections to institutional authorities in literature like Seuil and UCLA; these signs 
legitimize his writing and place him in a certain lineage of great authors and scholars. 
Though adopting a newer form of expression, the role he reiterates comes from these 
established, central seats of authority.  
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 The content of his articles can be mainly grouped into a few categories: literature 
critiques, general cultural commentary, and the occasional guest post. I will look at a few 
examples of the first category, his literary commentary, which I argue is most closely tied 
with his image as writer. Often in his series “Lu et approuvé”17 he recommends new 
releases and even first novels of new authors. These are examples of our novelist perhaps 
using his place as established writer to give a leg up to a few in the new generation. But 
the writers he discusses are not only relative unknowns. He chronicled in February 2012 
the most recent novel of Henri Lopes, the well-known Congolese writer who has been 
publishing since the 1970s. In reviewing Lopes here, Mabanckou is actually using this 
sign to authenticate himself, showing that he is well-read in the classics of African 
literature in French, and has a perceptive critique of it to share. He thus at different 
moments calls forth different roles for himself: at times the established writer showcasing 
the newcomers, at others the younger author proving his worthiness of an establishment 
role. This is in contrast with the preface to Camara Laye’s work discussed earlier, in 
which Mabanckou’s commentary benefitted from the proximity to a classic, established 
author. Here Mabanckou lends his name to others for promotion instead. 
 This series of entries also occupies two positions simultaneously, as at the bottom 
of many of them is a note that it has been reprinted from that week's issue of Jeune 
Afrique, a print news magazine in French covering the African continent. Thus the blog is 
not completely “digital born,” it is in some cases just another form of accessing its 
printed counterpart. In this way, (parts of) Mabanckou's blog show him as an established 
                                                        
17 Literally “Read and approved,” this is also a play on the same phrase often found at the 
bottom of legal documents in France next to the signature. 
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critic in traditional print media, while also using the newer, more open form of the blog. I 
do not read these different articulations as a conflict of the writer's identity, but rather the 
possibilities of thinking about identity in the temporal mode that performance allows us, 
and a blurring of the lines of the spaces where the literary author can be critic as well. 
These simultaneous acts also parallel Miano’s commentary of resistance on the African 
Literature and Cinema list serv: both writers engage print and digital media at the same 
time, and often as different moving parts of the same conversation. They neither fully 
embrace one form, nor totally reject the other; both circulate in the same moment of time, 
though towards perhaps different audiences and with different purposes. 
 
Bessora: Creator 
 Bessora has been active on her blog (blog.bessora.fr) since late 2010, and she 
continues to update on a regular basis, using a much different format from Mabanckou's. 
The page itself carries most of the normal identifying signs, including a link to her 
publisher Gallimard (another prestigious publishing house), and also links to her space on 
other social media platforms (Facebook and Twitter).  
 Many of her entries follow a similar form, composed of three parts: there is a 
short narrative text (often an excerpt from one of her novels), an image (usually 
representing in a humorous way one element from the text), and a sometimes a hyperlink. 
Bessora has said that she follows this form as a way of doing another kind of creative 
exercise not available to her in printed fiction, a “literary gymnastics” (“Literature in the 
Digital Age: And Roxane Created Cyrano”). She explicitly puts this in contrast with her 
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novel Cry@no, for example, which I mentioned above: both are sites where she has 
chosen to explore the virtual dimensions of identity, but are different ways of putting 
these ideas into practice. I want to point out again that these two forms, novel and blog, 
do not have to contradict each other; it is an and/both relationship. Both modes of 
expression are legitimate, in the same way that black feminism allows for crossing over 
between creative work and critical work. She herself does not declare one form more 
important than the other, though of course one of these is produced in an established 
industry, and circulates in a commercial sphere, whereas the blog is free for anyone with 
an Internet connection to access. The medium of the blog allows her a space to add layers 
of meaning that even the genre of the novel, which allows for much complexity, doesn't 
offer. Bessora's blog is like an additional key for readers already familiar with her printed 
work, but not just. One doesn't replace the other, and both can stand alone as their own 
creative works. 
 In these entries she is above all performing the creator role of authorship – not 
relying on explicit analytical prose, or non-fiction writing – experimenting with the new 
possibilities and new questions of the twenty-first century, with downplayed emphasis on 
her establishment credentials. In contrast with this, a pair of more recent entries from 
September 2014 strike a more promotional tone, composed of excerpts reprinted from 
two reviews of Bessora’s latest publication, a bande dessinée (graphic novel) illustrated 
by Barroux. Alpha, Abidjan-Gare du nord is experimental for the author in that it is her 
first foray into writing for this genre. But the blog postings relating to this new release are 
less in the creative tone than others. For example, an entry from September 2013 based 
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on an excerpt from Deux bébés et l’addition reprints the opening scene from the novel, 
which takes place in a maternity ward. The title she chose was “Enceintement sous X” 
(“Anonymous Birth”) and the picture at the top of this post shows a raw chicken in a pot 
of water, and a strategically placed egg. A humorous twist like this one is an example of 
how the blog can be used to express something that the novel itself can’t communicate in 
its standard form. But the reprints of reviews for Alpha contain little commentary from 
the writer herself, aside from assurance that she is posting this under the directives of 
“Otto Promo” (a homophone of “autopromo,” or “self-promotion”). One comes from an 
online site that reviews graphic novels, but the other is from Télérama, a popular, 
established print magazine in France. This reprinting is another example of the overlap of 
print and digital worlds, existing simultaneously.  
 
Léonora Miano: Curator of a Virtual Library 
 Finally, Léonora Miano's website departs a bit from the blog model, yet in its 
more stable form touches upon some of the same functions. The site has sections that are 
typical of a professional or promotional site: short biography, recent publications, where 
she is appearing on her book tour, et cetera. But Miano's site also features three sections 
of recommended reading, listening, and viewing, labeled Bibliothèque, Discothèque, and 
Vidéothèque respectively. Her rotating suggesting library is the section most concerned 
with how she stages herself in relation to other works of literature, and will be the focus 
here. 
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 The page is one stable view, though it changes at various moments. I will look at 
the collection of ten works on display in early 2014, when the page featured images of 
the text with title and author of a selection of contemporary African and Caribbean 
writers. She frames this selection with a few words about her choices: “... Léonora Miano 
a choisi de privilégier des écrivains Subsahariens et Caribéens de sa génération, nés entre 
1970 et 1976. [...] Et oui, il n'y a que des hommes. Vous saurez pourquoi. Restez 
connectés !” [“...Miano has chosen to privilege Subsaharan and Caribbean writers of her 
generation, born between 1970 and 1976. […] And yes, there are only men. You'll find 
out why. Stay tuned!”]. She enigmatically refers to a project in the works with these 
writers that will be coming: “Elle a convié certains de ces messieurs à participer à une 
aventure dont on vous parlera bientôt. En ce moment, ils écrivent” [“She has invited these 
gentlemen to participate in a project that you'll soon hear about. At the moment, they are 
writing”]. While using the blog for some promotion, here she positions herself not as the 
creator per se, but the impetus behind a larger creative project – a instigator perhaps for a 
new collective of other writers.  
 The project in question became clear when in February 2014 Première nuit: Une 
anthologie du désir was published by Montreal-based Mémoire d’encrier. Miano explains 
in her preface to the collection of short stories that, in part inspired by a volume in 
English by black American writers she came across, she wanted to create a volume where 
black writers working in French could write about desire, since until this book they have 
been “placés devant la nécessité de congédier les préjugés reltifs au corps noir, [et] ont 
opté pour une stratégie de contournement du problème, soit en le persécutant eux-mêmes, 
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soit en ne le traitant tout simplement pas” (7) [“placed before the necessity of dismissing 
prejudices regarding the black body, [and] have opted for a strategy of working around 
the problem, either by persecuting the problem themselves, or by simply not addressing it 
in their work”]. Her reasons for choosing an exclusively male group of authors were 
partly because “l’idée d’une femme passant commande à dix hommes d’une nouvelle sur 
le thème du désir [la] séduisait” (11) [“the idea of a woman placing an order for a short 
story around the theme of desire from ten men was seductive”].  
 The library thus links her information on the site with her moves in publishing. 
And this step is significant: it is the first time she is director of a collective publication 
and she is clear in recognizing that this book has the potential for controversy as a subject 
that is still not really discussed. She is taking on a sort of leadership role, and not shying 
away from questions of sexuality. This process returns to the different functions of 
authenticating and legitimizing; still a relatively new writer on the scene,the use of other 
known names establishes some of her credentials. But this fast-rising literary power – she 
won the 2013 Prix Fémina for La saison de l'ombre – is also gaining clout in her own 
right, and a list like this passes some of the media attention she had last year to lesser-
known writers of her generation. Her curating of a personal virtual library allows her to 
project herself as a creative as well as a taste-maker.  
 But this image of Miano is not the only one the site constructs at any given time. 
The apparent stability of her site is not as definitive at it first appears; like any content on 
the Internet it can change from moment to moment, and information can disappear as 
quickly as it appeared. But nothing on the Internet is ever truly erased either. Looking 
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back at cached versions of the site shows that there were at least two other editions of 
Miano's curated library before the one from early 2014. A previous version (cached on 8 
March 2012) heavily emphasized African-American writers such as Ralph Ellison, 
Langston Hughes, Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison. The earliest version (cached on 20 
October 2010) collects authors from the Caribbean (Lyonel Trouillot, Yanick Lahens) 
and the African continent (Véronique Tadjo, Sefi Atta), writing in both English and 
French. The page highlighting the writers in Première nuit have since been replaced by 
another list (accessed 15 September 2014) which includes new releases in English 
(Adichie’s Americanah from 2013) and in French (Julien Delmaire’s Georgia from 
2013), but also classics (the French translation of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart). 
These varied editions of the collection portray Miano as a cosmopolitan curator, able to 
collect and arrange cultural artifacts from varied time periods and regions of the world; 
she is not only an author in her own right, but an authority able to guide readers through 
more complex constellations of other narratives, drawn together to make a new statement. 
One constant through all of these suggested readings is the representation of African or 
afrodescendant (Miano’s term) writers, keeping with her aesthetic project, especially as 
seen in her Parisian novels, and in other areas like her association Mahogany. 
 
Conclusions 
 This chapter has demonstrated three central points concerning paratexts and 
contemporary francophone writers from Africa. First, the history of paratexts has 
particular significance for writers from outside of metropolitan France precisely because 
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these “outside-the-text” elements make apparent colonial structures at work in the 
publishing world. This was clear in prefaces like Sartre’s and Breton’s to the work of 
Négritude poets Senghor and Césaire. But vestiges of this remain, as demonstrated in the 
problematic foreword to the English translation of Miano’s L’Intérieur de la nuit. 
Second, contemporary writers are aware of these structures and use those very same tools 
to position themselves in the field, and sometimes resist reductive interpretations of their 
work. Mabanckou and Bessora use paratextual works to frame themselves as cultural 
critics or experimental artists, respectively. In either case, prefaces and blog posts are 
used to push back against assumed roles for the African writer in French in ways that 
allow for a wider diversity of possible expressions. Finally, the digital paratext is also an 
important site for contemporary francophone African writers. While newer media like 
blogs are often associated with alternative viewpoints and spaces of resistance, and 
Miano’s critical voice through forums like an academic listserv are a clear example of 
that, just as often digital media simply replicate structures and codes of authentication 
and hierarchy present in the more traditional print sphere, as the many authoritative 
references on a blog like Mabanckou’s demonstrate. 
 To conclude this chapter, I would like to reflect on questions of timeliness, which 
are raised in several places, especially in this last section: in a blog that seems to 
disappear, in postings after a more stable text’s publication, and in a website's clear 
instability. Another question of time is raised in the overlap of two moments in cultural 
production in general: the analog and the digital. One form remains dominant, at least in 
literature, though we are living in a moment of transition. The new won't always last, but 
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neither will it completely erase the old. The website's content changes, but the archive 
remains. Without oversimplifying, I draw a parallel between the drive to challenge the 
status quo of the forms of production, and of the producers of the content. People of 
color, people who represent the majority of French speakers in the world, have asserted 
themselves as full members of the literary mainstream; we can look at the example taken 
as the departure point of Pour une littérature-monde en français from 2007, the fact that 
all of the major literary prizes the previous fall were awarded to authors from outside of 
metropolitan France. But often in media they are still discussed as if they were on the 
periphery, and even in language and literature departments in the United States the 
dichotomy of “French” and “francophone” literatures persists. What remains – what 
terms, what genres – and what fades away? This question also applies to the writers 
themselves, and one can speculate about which writers are still on the rise, and who have 
already seen their moment come and now begin to pass. 
 Time also brings us to a consideration of authorial presences in public. This is the 
place where all is performance, it is all embodiment and no written text, until and unless 
recordings are made and stored, often on the web. Time is a concern of performance 
studies in general, and the understanding of an identity as its expression in the moment. 
At the same time, the spectacle of performance is dependent upon the presence of an 
audience, in a way that is not dissimilar to the need for a public for content produced in 
the social media age of the Internet. Michael Mandiberg has observed the shift from the 
norm of a “unidirectional broadcast” from trained professionals towards untrained 
consumers has now shifted to a dependence on active participation from the public, as 
  
208
seen in the critical importance of user comments in blogs, platforms like YouTube for 
producing content without a professional credential, and in many other forms and sites 
(1). Yet at the same time as this increase in interaction between creator and consumer 
occurs – and a blurring of boundaries who plays which role – personal appearances and 
physical presences by francophone authors is also increasing. This most performance-
driven piece of authorial representation is the subject of the next chapter.
  
209
CHAPTER FOUR 
'Saper' l'auteur: Authorial Performances in Public 
 
 In the previous two chapters I have read and analyzed mostly written works, both 
fiction and non-fiction, by Beyala, Mabanckou, Diome, Bessora, and Miano. These 
discursive texts, more commonly associated with the idea of authorship, establish them as 
writers, but are not the only factors in the construction of the author's identity. Here I 
examine other, less explicitly verbal texts: those produced by authors as actors in the 
public sphere. Of the three axes I outline in this project — representation of author 
figures in their fiction, construction of authorship in paratexts, and embodied presences 
on the public stage — the last is the one most clearly in line with the theatrical metaphors 
of performance studies.  
 Public staging can also be the most directly personal construction of identity in 
that these are the moments where the author is most obviously unable to escape her 
embodied self and any assumed or established links between this self and her writing. 
Personal encounters such as those explored below are also often the moments when 
authors encounter direct questions from the reading public regarding these very issues. At 
writers festivals and book fairs, author practices can become highly theatrical: in obvious 
ways in the setting with stages, lights, audiences, and cameras; and also in ways that 
point to performativity in the reiteration of roles ascribed to African writers. 
 As I explored in the first chapter, there are specific questions often imposed on 
writers from Africa working in French. These include the choice to be politically 
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engaged, the mandate of autobiography, the issue of writing in French, and questions 
regarding being a “visible minority” in French-speaking societies. These questions both 
come from and perpetuate assumptions about set roles for the African writer in French, 
fixing them into certain political discourses, or types of representations of Africa and 
Afro-descendant peoples. Though the writers in my corpus often borrow from these roles 
already established for the (African) writer and may reiterate these tropes in their writings 
or their public acts, there are also ways in which these writers question the established 
script, and even transform and manipulate it. I argue that they do more than simply bring 
out into the spotlight the behind-the-scenes apparatus that works at defining them as 
writers with specific gendered, racialized, historicized roles; they go further to change the 
mechanisms of that apparatus.  
 When an author at times assumes the mantle of the “francophone” writer, but at 
others signs a manifesto for a World-literature in French, I do not read these as 
necessarily contradictory acts. Rather, in the play between embracing and challenging 
roles and structures I see signs of a practice that José Esteban Muñoz calls 
disidentification. Muñoz’s 1999 book focuses on cultural performances of queers of color 
in the United States, however I find in his work a powerful tool for understanding the 
performances of minority subjects in the publishing world in French as well. Reading the 
linguist Michel Pêcheaux’s interpretation of Althusser, Muñoz describes disidentification 
as 
the third mode of dealing with dominant ideology, one that neither opts to 
assimilate within such a structure nor strictly opposes it; rather, 
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disidentification is a strategy that works on and against dominant ideology. 
Instead of buckling under the pressures of dominant ideology 
(identification, assimilation) or attempting to break free of its inescapable 
sphere (counteridentification, utopianism) this “working on and against” is 
a strategy that tries to transform a cultural colic from within, always 
laboring to enact permanent structural change while at the same time 
valuing the importance of local everyday struggles of resistance (11-12).  
The idea of “working on and against” is not dissimilar to what Nicki Hitchcott calls 
“strategic performances” in her readings of Beyala’s fiction and media scandals. I already 
discussed at length in Chapter 2 Hitchcott’s observations of a “performative authenticity” 
in Beyala’s refusal to deny plagiarism accusations, and in fact her explaining them based 
on an understanding of specifically African citationality and borrowing in the oral 
tradition (“Prizes”). In Calixthe Beyala: Performances of Migration she observes that 
Beyala “choose[s] a strategically exotic position that allows access to the ‘center’ [rather] 
than [remaining] in a position of marginality, albeit a more explicitly subversive one. 
Beyala’s privileged position has allowed her to speak within spaces from which African 
women are normally excluded” (143). Beyala, as is the case with the other writers I 
examine here, has agency in these performances by their very nature of being choices, 
strategies:  
[…] Beyala plays with the stereotypes within [which] others try to 
contain her. She chooses when to give the audience what they are 
expecting (the stereotype of the exotic-erotic woman) and when to 
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subvert those expectations by playing a different role. In other words, by 
choosing not to please, Beyala is again simply repeating a performance, 
one that she has established and that her audience has come to expect 
(148).  
Hitchcott sees these contradictions in varying performances as evidence of the writer’s 
“ambivalence,” putting her in proximity to the “African trickster” (150). But 
incorporating Muñoz’s understanding of disidentification allows a more nuanced model 
for understanding what at first glance is at best contradictory and at worst disingenuous. 
Beyala and her contemporaries do not simply play the “trickster” for their audience as 
Hitchcott suggests. Rather, they ask the reading public to be attentive to the publishing 
industry’s role in producing and maintaining models like that of the African trickster for 
minority writers1 in French as they read and consume the products of contemporary 
writers from the continent. At the same time, they implicitly advocate for more diverse 
possibilities for the roles the African writer in French should play.  
 
                                                        
1 I am not using this term exactly as Deleuze and Guattari would use littérature mineure. 
While the writers I discuss here could be said to fall into that category – they are writing 
in a major language from a perceived minoritarian position – I do not wish to pigeonhole 
them into a political collective that Deluze and Guattari also observe in their definition of 
minor literature. Similarly, Lionnet and Shih also take issue with Deleuze and Guattari 
over the political position of minor practices, and specifically the latter’s definition of 
minor literature as (only) in a binary relationship against the major, where they see 
possibilities in exploring relationships among different minor groups cross geographical 
boundaries. See Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. Kafka: Pour une littérature mineure. 
Paris: Éditions de Minuit, 1975. Print; Lionnet, Françoise and Shu-mei Shih. 
“Introduction. Thinking through the Minor, Transnationally.” Minor Transnationalism. 
Eds. Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih. Durham: Duke University Press, 2005. Print. 
1-23. 
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 I borrow the title for this chapter from the phenomenon of la Sape, examined 
most notably by sociologist Justin-Daniel Gandoulou in his 1989 book Au coeur de la 
Sape: Moeurs et aventures des Congolais à Paris (At the Heart of la Sape: Mores and 
Adventures of Congolese Men in Paris). Etymologically rooted in a slang word for 
clothing, it is also explained as an acronym for Société des ambianceurs et personnes 
d'élégance (Gandoulou 18). La Sape is a performative model of transnationalism 
particular to migration flows between Congo and France. Here, motivation for migration 
to France is focused on the acquisition of exterior signs of wealth, most visibly European 
designer clothing, and the ultimate goal is the planned return to the home country and 
community as an economically and socially successful “Parisian.” This identity is put on 
display through spectacle and performance that draw conspicuous attention to the 
“costumes” of name-brand clothing and accessories.  
 Gandoulou describes at length the theatrical elements of showing off one's 
acquired identity, both in Paris and upon the return to Congo, and he emphasizes the 
exterior nature of these constructions: 
Tout se situe au niveau des apparences. Il s'agit de capter les signes 
extérieurs de la réussite, de les répercuter pour sa propre satisfaction et 
pour l'approbation et le renforcement du groupe de référence; les Sapeurs 
s'évertuent à imiter l'aspect extérieur des gens arrivés au sommet de 
l'échelle sociale à Brazzaville, sans bien sûr détenir les instruments de la 
réussite objective. D'où le contraste d'une part entre le Sapeur et celui 
qu'il imite, et, d'autre part, entre l'apparence du Sapeur et la réalité de son 
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existence. La Sape […] est conçue comme un raccourci pour accéder à la 
réussite. Raccourci fallacieux, certes, puisque se limitant à des signes 
extérieurs, mais très gratifiant du point de vue du Sapeur ou de 
l'Aventurier qui peut ‘frimer,' montrer son acquis (18-19). 
[Everything takes place on the level of appearances. It is about 
harnessing the exterior signs of success, echoing them for one’s own 
satisfaction and for the endorsement and the reinforcement of the 
reference group; Sapeurs strive to imitate the exterior aspect of those 
who have risen to the top of the social ladder in Brazzaville, without of 
course possessing the instruments of the objective success. Here can be 
seen the contrasts between on the one hand, the Sapeur and the one 
whom he imitates, and on the other, between the appearance of the 
Sapeur and the reality of his existence. La Sape […] is conceived as a 
shortcut to success, though a fallacious one, since it is limited to the 
exterior signs, but very gratifying from the point of view of the Sapeur 
who can show off what he has acquired.] 
Gandoulou makes a great distinction between exterior signs and interior essence, and 
what he designates as appearance and reality. Here, the sapeur’s shortcut to success is 
“fallacieux” [“fallacious”] because it is dependent not upon the tangible economic 
success that designer clothing was originally meant to connote, but rather on these very 
exterior signs themselves. (He later goes on to describe the poor living conditions of 
many sapeurs in Paris to make clear that their expensive clothes are not a part of a larger 
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luxurious lifestyle.)  
 I would contend, however, that the success is not a false one, in that the exterior 
signs themselves are the success. That is to say, the object of the game is not to be rich 
but to dress as if one were, and the aventuriers do in fact succeed in coming back home 
with an array of luxury clothing and accessories to establish themselves as returning 
heroes who have conquered Paris. I insist on this point in order to draw attention to a 
problematic aspect of Gandoulou’s understanding of la Sape, and of identity construction 
in general. Gandoulou's sociological analysis of this subculture of Congolese migrants to 
the metropole documents the practices and particularities of the group well. But to more 
accurately understand the practice and its implications in the field of cultural production, 
it is more productive to incorporate a performative understanding of identity. This would 
help us better understand the implications of la Sape and its potential connections to other 
cultural and artistic practices. Au coeur de la Sape dates from 1989, and as a sociological 
and cultural studies model, it is in need of an update. 
 Gandoulou does already hint at another aspect of la Sape in this passage that 
connects it, in a more theoretical way, to the performative element. In highlighting the 
contrast between the Sapeur and “celui qu’il imite” (“the one whom he imitates”) 
Gandoulou gestures toward the importance of repetition: performance is always a 
reiteration of a previous act. As Richard Schechner defines it in one of the foundational 
texts of performance studies, Between Theater and Anthropology (1985), “Performance 
means: never for the first time. It means: for the second to nth time. Performance is 
‘twice-behaved behavior’” (36). The difference here is that in Gandoulou’s schema he 
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would seem to have a definite first model in place (the upper crust of Brazzaville 
society), whereas Schechner, and many performance theorists who follow him, would 
argue that there is no way to identify an original; it does not exist. While Schechner’s 
definition of performance is from the same decade as Gandoulou’s study, bringing these 
two ideas together in this way refreshes our thinking about Sapeurs. 
 The question of imitation is closely related to questions of authenticity, which is 
one faced by many African writers, including those in my corpus. Authenticity is a 
fraught distinction, and it raises questions about African origins of not only people but 
cultural practices and artifacts. Gandoulou's position that the success of the sapeurs is 
false because based on a constructed outward performance is not dissimilar to accusations 
of inauthenticity at times faced by African writers today. These doubts regarding 
authenticity are raised from many sides, beginning with the literary establishment in the 
west in general.  
 I have already examined Beyala’s plagiarism trial in the French courts (and 
French media) and her singular defense of her borrowing of material from Ben Okri. In 
this instance, authenticity is understood (from the point of view of the legal and 
publishing authorities) as originality, lack of repetition, using one’s own words and no 
one else’s. Without denying having lifted text from The Famished Road, Beyala claims 
that this is what makes her work authentically African: she is borrowing and sampling 
from other African artists, in a similar way that storytellers in the oral tradition pass down 
and share narratives and motifs. But in the contemporary legal understanding, at least as 
regards claims to ownership and economic gains from a piece of creative work, 
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authenticity is reduced to originality. 
 Among contemporary anglophone novelists, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie also 
addresses questions of authenticity in her 2008 article “African ‘Authenticity’ and the 
Biafran Experience.”2 Here Adichie recounts her realization of what the west thought it 
meant to be “authentically” African when other, less formally institutional authorities 
than the law put her first novel (Purple Hibiscus, 2003), and even her embodied self, into 
question. Arriving in the U.S. from Nigeria and meeting her new American roommates 
for the first time, she describes their surprise at her level of English, her modern clothing 
(jeans), and her taste in pop music (Mariah Carey). She realizes this surprise comes from 
the “single story” they were told about Africa: 
I remember them opening the door and looking at me in shock. There was also 
some disappointment on their faces: I was not what they had expected. […] I 
remember looking at them and being surprised that twenty-year-olds knew so 
little about the world. And then I realized that perhaps Things Fall Apart had 
played a role in this. These students, like many Americans, had read Achebe’s 
novel in high school, but I suspect that their teacher forgot to explain to them 
that it was a book set in the Nigeria of a hundred years ago. Later, one of my 
new roommates told me that I just didn’t seem African. Clearly, they had 
expected that I would step out of the pages of Things Fall Apart (43). 
                                                        
2 A version of this article was later developed into a TED Talk, “The Danger of a Single 
Story,” and distributed widely and freely on the web 
(http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story), 
adding another layer to Adichie’s mediated performances on this topic. Which version 
of her essay is the authentic one? Who has the right to distribute it, and for what gain? 
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The images of Africa her new American roommates have assimilated are fixed in a past 
and cannot be updated. There is no room at all for modernity or innovation in this 
understanding of authenticity; this is in sharp contrast with the legal injunction of 
originality in the example of Beyala’s controversy.  
 This temporal understanding of African authenticity is not limited to Adiche’s 
peers: later, a professor comments after reading her first novel, Purple Hibiscus, “that it 
was not authentically African. My characters were educated and middle class. They drove 
cars. They were not starving. Therefore, they were not authentically African” (48). While 
Adichie’s embodied person was questioned by her peers, her written texts also raise 
questions because they discuss the lives of modern, twentieth and twenty-first century 
Nigerians. Adichie continues, saying, “[…] I do not accept the idea of monolithic 
authenticity. To insist that there is one thing that is authentically African is to diminish the 
African experience. That kind professor wanted to see in my work what he had come to 
expect from Africa, having consumed the long literary tradition of the Africa of Joseph 
Conrad and Karen Blixen” (48). Adichie’s rejection of a “monolithic authenticity,” of a 
single story, whether African or otherwise, opens up possibilities for invention and 
creativity. The received heritage of writers like Conrad and Blixen belongs to the 
(colonial) past, and contemporary writers have the task of experimenting with forms and 
images to tell new, more diverse stories. Creativity and invention are also normally 
associated with the modern conception of author, as exemplified in Beyala’s plagiarism 
scandals, where she is questioned precisely for her lack of invention. If we continue 
further with Adichie’s logic, then, the multiple stories can all be equally authentic, there 
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is not just one version that is designated the authentic way to talk about, or write fiction 
about Africa. To a certain extent this can be seen in parallel with an equally problematic 
way of looking at the sapeur as suspect for his lack of authenticity.  
 Another aspect of la Sape with compelling correspondences in literature is the 
question of diaspora. As stated above, la Sape and the publishing of French-speaking 
writers from Africa are both reliant on similar migratory flows between the former capital 
and the postcolony. Carlin Romano’s 2005 article in the Chronicle of Higher Education 
addresses similar flows between Africa and North America, and clearly positions himself 
against accepting writers in the diaspora as “authentic” African writers. He focuses on the 
example of Nigerian-born Uzodinma Iweala and the publicity received for his debut 
novel Beasts of No Nation (2005), arguing that the publishing industry is too focused on 
writers living outside the continent, and thus favors “inauthentic” African writers. The 
ones being published — and praised — are geographically removed from their home 
countries; Romano argues that this puts into question the quality of Iweala’s novel told 
from the point of view of a child soldier in a fictitious African country. Even Iweala’s 
invented pidgin English used by his protagonist is, for Romano, a sign of his 
inauthenticity and disingenuousness as an artist. This position automatically discounts 
any possibility of authenticity once the writer travels outside the “home” region. 
Cazenave and Célérier are not convinced that this argument applies to all writers living in 
the diaspora, as the country where one is based or where one is published does not 
necessarily reflect the strength of ties back with the country of origin: the age of arrival in 
the host country, the degree to which family connections back “home” are maintained, 
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and the ease and affordability of communication and travel back to the region of origin 
are all factors that mean that “diaspora” is not as definitive a break as Romano makes it 
out to be for all writers (Cazenave and Célérier 158). 
 Gandoulou sees the success as false because it does not come from the concrete 
facts of a Brazzaville upper-crust life, only its trappings and designer labels. We can see a 
parallel then between sapeurs and auteurs: those who would accuse both groups of 
inauthenticity desire personal, actual, and current descriptions of their expectations of 
violence and poverty, either in the texts from these authors or in their own lived 
experiences. This at least seems to be the case for Romano: he compares what he 
perceives as inauthenticity in Iweala’s text with the apparent passing legitimacy of 
Emmanuel Dongala’s Johnny Chien Méchant (2002), another text told in part from the 
point of view of a child soldier. Romano remarks that although this Congolese writer is 
now based in New York State, “At least Dongala witnessed the real thing before he fled 
Brazzaville.” Presenting something in a stylized, artistic, aesthetic way, be it in clothing 
or in fiction writing, is somehow less successful, less authentic, if it is not a direct 
representation of a previously-existing reality. The clothing, or the fiction, cannot be 
authentic on their own just by their own articulation. This is the position of critics like 
Romano, or Adichie’s professor, or Gandoulou: authenticity is only articulated through 
representation of a pre-existing condition — in these cases, of financial success or 
worldliness and sophistication, or of expectations of poverty.  
 I argue, however, that the success of the sapeur is in procuring designer clothing 
and returning home a “Parisian” only. The success of African writers can be likened to 
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this in several key ways. It could be said that it is not really about expressing a pre-
existing condition or experience, but rather about acquiring the designer publishing 
labels, and along with them, the title for oneself of a “Parisian” author accepted in central 
French publishing houses. These titles are then put on display at industry events, which I 
see as analogous to the “show off” (“frimer”) spectacles that the sapeur performs upon 
his return: both are moments of “coming out” in society, putting on display the labels one 
has acquired, and hopefully getting some economic gain out of the experience (authors 
and their publishers hope for a bump in book sales; sapeurs sell some of the wardrobe 
they’ve acquired to their compatriots for a profit).  
 But for the writer, the predication of the departure on the return home is different. 
The sapeur leaves in order to return home, but this is not the case for the writer living in 
the diaspora. It is important to note that while the sapeur’s spectacle occurs in the country 
of origin, the author’s space of the spectacle is still in the metropole, at sites like the Paris 
Salon du Livre. There are many reasons for this, the first being differences in cultural 
infrastructure between Africa and Europe or North America. Cazenave and Célérier 
outline some of these obstacles to publishing, not least among them the unaffordable 
prices in local bookshops, the lack of public libraries, and the domination of the 
publishing industry by pedagogical textbooks, which even in this sector is dominated by 
large European-based publishing companies. The result is that “African youth on the 
continent are essentially cut off from their own current literature. The irony and the 
paradox is that Africans have to leave their countries to be able to read African literature” 
(148). And if readers must leave in order to access the texts of their compatriots, this 
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move is even more imperative for the writers themselves if they wish to access the 
traditional structures of literary production and circulation. 
 Diome discusses the writer's impasse at length in Le Ventre de l’Atlantique, as I 
examined in Chapter 2. Salie’s interactions with her brother and his friends during her 
return home to Niodior highlight the lack of understanding between those who have 
remained at home and she who has left about what it means to be a successful immigrant, 
and specifically a successful immigrant writer. Television appearances and mentions in 
the newspaper are not signs of financial success, much to the disappointment (or rather 
disbelief) of the adolescents in Salie’s home village (159, 175-80). And she is certainly 
not the first to address this predicament of the transnational writer. As Ambroise Kom 
observes in his 2002 article “Il n’y a pas de retour heureux” [“There is No Happy 
Return”], narratives of the troubled return have been a trope in francophone literature 
since at least Césaire’s Cahier and Kane’s Aventure ambigüe; Kom analyzes here two 
more recent declensions of this figure in Daniel Biyaoula’s L’Impasse (1996) and Achille 
Ngoye’s Sorcellerie à bout portant (1998). Kom also expands our understanding of the 
challenges of a return beyond infrastructure and political concerns, explaining that at 
least some of the psychological and social difficulties come from the conditions in the 
country of return:  
Si les retours sont aussi douloureux que l’expérience nous le révèle, c’est bien 
sûr à cause des régimes postcoloniaux et de leurs avatars mais c’est aussi, il 
faut l’avouer, du fait des sociétés africaines qui n’acceptent pas 
nécessairement le genre de mutations auxquelles les séjours en Occident 
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soumettent leurs progénitures. Nous avons donc affaire à une espèce de lutte 
hégémonique entre ethnocentrismes concurrents. Et l’intellectuel ou même 
l’immigré africain quel qu’il soit se trouve alors coincé entre deux exigences 
toutes aussi exclusives l’une que l’autre. […L]e pattern des retours […] est 
demeuré rigoureusement le même, hier et aujourd’hui, qu’il s’agisse 
d’intellectuels ou de travailleurs immigrés. 
[If the returns are as painful as the experience tells us, it is of course because 
of postcolonial régimes and their avatars but we must admit it is also because 
of African societies that do not necessarily accept the kinds of transformations 
to which their sons and daughters submit during a long stay in the West. We 
are therefore dealing with a type of hegemonic struggle between competing 
ethnocentrisms. And the African intellectual or even immigrant of whatever 
type then finds himself stuck between two mutually exclusive demands. 
[…T]he pattern of returns […] has remained rigorously the same, yesterday 
and today, whether talking about immigrant intellectuals or immigrant 
workers.] 
Kom insists that the return, at least in the novels of Biyaoula and Ngoye, is equally 
challenging for the immigrant of working class origins and for the intellectual. I propose 
that for the writer in particular, this impasse is such that the return is not only a 
psychological challenge, but a practical impossibility.3 The francophone African writer 
                                                        
3 There are some exceptions to this general trend found in writers who are living on the 
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lives in the diaspora first to access the system of production, then must remain there in 
order to be recognized as a working writer, as the incomprehension of the brother of 
Diome’s narrator shows. 
The difficulties and the incomprehension for these models of the returning 
immigrant can be put in contrast with Gandoulou’s description of the return (or “la 
descente”) of the sapeur to Brazzaville after conquering the French capital: “On l’appelle 
aussi ‘le Parisien,’ et il obtient autant de considération que la personne ou le 
fonctionnaire de la société dominante. C’est à cela que le jeune Sapeur aspire, à cette 
empyrée de ‘réussite sociale,’ à ce mode d’existence somptueux” (93) [“He is also called 
‘the Parisian,’ and he gains as much consideration as a person or government worker in 
the dominant society. This is what the young sapeur aspires to, this pinnacle of “social 
success,” this sumptuous mode of existence”]. Later, Gandoulou describes in more detail 
the way the returned “Parisian” strategically interacts with his public, using the codes and 
signs that are clearly understood, and willfully playing up the spectacle. The home public 
clearly recognizes and knows how to interpret these codes, and make the sapeur easily 
identifiable: “Une odeur de parfum signé Paco-Rabanne ou Yves-Saint-Laurent ne doit 
pas faire défaut: Quand je passe dans la rue, les gens disent: ‘C’est un Parisien […]’” 
(149) [“A whiff of perfume signed Paco-Rabanne or Yves-Saint-Laurent can’t be missing: 
When I pass them in the street, people say: ‘There’s a Parisian[…]’”]. 
 The dependence on the idea of diaspora, then, is different for the African writer 
                                                                                                                                                                     
continent, still writing and achieving critical success, among them Boubacar Boris 
Diop and Véronique Tadjo.  
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than in it for the sapeur. The writer relies on occupying the state of diaspora — a more 
permanent residence than the temporary exile of the sapeur who must complete an 
initiating voyage before returning home. The reasons for this are practical, such as a 
publishing infrastructure that is weak or missing in the home country, but also aesthetic. 
This ‘diaspora aesthetic’ is not limited to the author’s fictional work, but articulates itself 
in other sites of representation and performance as well, especially where the 
embodiment of the author, and not just his function, is made clear and visible to an 
expectant audience. 
 Because of the similarities I have just shown between sapeurs and writers in the 
diaspora, I use la Sape as a lens to examine the public performances of Fatou Diome, 
Alain Mabanckou, and Léonora Miano on several points. First, the current state of the 
publishing industry for writers from the African continent working in the former colonial 
language, in terms of both production and reception, forces these writers to rely on 
similar though different migration flows between former colony and French capital: the 
destination is the same but the return does not work in the same way. Paris remains the 
dominant center of publishing in the francophone world, in much the same way as it is 
still perceived as a major world capital of high fashion for the sapeurs. The most 
prestigious publishing houses are based there, and securing a respected imprint for one’s 
work, the stamp of an editor like Seuil or Gallimard, is analogous to the acquisition of a 
designer label. Literature is thus “fashioned,” to borrow a term from Cazenave and 
Célérier: it is formed and molded by the hands of the author, certainly, but this term also 
speaks to the necessity of adhering to convention, following a certain mode or way of 
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being, and a set of codes of external appearances. Today’s literary field is very much 
reliant on the appearances of its authors, as my analyses of the Paris Salon du Livre and 
the Étonnants Voyageurs writers festival will show. The sapeurs’ putting on display of 
their high fashion acquired in the metropole is not dissimilar to the publicity-driven 
exhibitions of authors such as these books fairs and festivals. 
Benjamin Ngong has written about the connections between vestimentary codes 
and the enforcement of postcolonial state power. He specifically analyzes the function of 
social or political punishment communicated through clothing norms. His analysis of the 
1999 documentary Mobutu, King of Zaïre is particularly relevant here, because it 
examines the connections of Mobutu’s Authenticité campaign to eradicate European 
influences in all aspects of daily life in Zaïre (now the Democratic Republic of Congo), 
and specifically the abacost as a tool of resistance against the imposition of European 
standards of symbolic power and authority.4 Says Ngong, clothing codes are 
…stratagèmes de mantien et de consolidation du pouvoir dont l’élite 
politique africaine fait usage. […P]lutôt que de se réduire à un objet de 
consommation courante, le vêtement agit en vecteur d’un discours parfois 
impérieux et injonctif mais surtout idéologique, un discours dont la 
logique et la fonctionnement relevant d’un questionnement sur les 
instruments de legitimation et de maintien de pouvoir (90). 
                                                        
4 An abbreviation of “à bas le costume” or “down with the suit,” the abacost is a style of 
business dress for men, worn without a tie, and with a modified collar. Wearing this was 
symbolic of support for Mobutu and his single party.  
  
227
[…strategies for maintaining and consolidating power used by the African 
political elite. […R]ather than being reduced to a common object of 
consumption, clothing operates in the same vector as a discourse that is at 
time imperial, issuing injunctions, but above all ideological, a discourse 
whose logic and functioning come under a questioning of the instruments 
of legitimation and the upholding of power.] 
Resisting dress codes of European formality is thus a way of symbolically resisting 
(neo)colonial power, but at the same time, in the case of the authenticité campaign of the 
1970s and 1980s, it can also be a symbolic representation of postcolonial state power. 
While Ngong mentions Gandoulou’s study of la Sape as an example of how clothing 
patterns can be read as social acts, he does not explore in detail the possibilities for the 
social code of the sapeurs to be operating in a special way.  
Dominic Thomas, however, sees more possibilities for understanding la Sape as a 
form of resistance, and late twentieth- and twenty-first-century sapeurs as part of a 
lineage shared with nineteenth-century dandies. Thomas points to Ackbar Abbas’s 
assertion that the dandy participates in a certain kind of unconscious resistance to 
modernity, despite the fact that “the very notion of protest would strike [the dandy] as 
inelegant and hence alien” (Thomas 952, quoting Abbas 55). Against strict pressures like 
those to wear Mobutu’s abacost of the 1970s and 1980s, adopting what can be seen as 
signs of Eurpoean imperialism can also be a way of resisting a dictatorial regime. Says 
Thomas of the sapeurs, “Their fashion choices render them immediately recognizable, 
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but in adhering to codes they have delineated for themselves they create a space outside 
of the standard Parisian matrix, therby reclaiming their own form of Parisianism 
according to autonomous aesthetic codes” (960). 
I liken Thomas’s description of an alternative matrix for understanding the 
migrant’s identity in Paris to disidentification. While la Sape may not be explicitly trying 
to tear down oppressive regimes or social codes in either Paris, Brazzaville, or Kinshasa, 
its “autonomous aesthetic codes” do offer a fort of alternative lifestyle, or at least a 
distinct one. This alternative pushes back against both expectations from the postcolony’s 
state authority (still embracing foreign markers of prestige and quality from Europe rather 
than being concerned with rediscovering an aesthetic of “African authenticity”) and the 
neocolonizer’s expectations of what migrant life is or should be, including what the 
migrant in Paris should look and dress like. This is analogous to contemporary writers’ 
adoption of and even dependence upon the Parisian literary infrastructure or publication 
and circulation of their work – at least in part because the practical, and as Kom says 
social, conditions are inhospitable to their work, as the postcolony can be restrictive in 
code of acceptable clothing. Both groups – auteurs and sapeurs – rely on European tools 
so to speak. At the same time, contemporary authors are challenging their readers about 
what African writers should be or should write about, and they are rejecting a limited 
vision of how to represent (or even whether to represent) poverty and violence.  
 La Sape is also a major aesthetic idea for one of the main writers in my corpus, 
Alain Mabanckou. As discussed in Chapter 2, his 2009 novel Black Bazar is a semi-
autobiographical account of his own initiation to the writing profession and time as a 
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sapeur in Paris. The connection is not limited to his fiction. As the opening episode of 
Chapter 1 showed, his public and the media in general are aware of his own personal 
style, particularly his signature casquette, and how this attention to style, name brand 
clothing, and a certain element of showing off these items, are important to both his 
literature and his own public personality. For Mabanckou, the connection between la 
Sape and literary production is clear, but this connection is not limited to its close ties to 
his apprenticeship into a masculinized profession of writing that he represents in Black 
Bazar and that I demonstrated in Chapter 2. In another of his texts, Écrivain et oiseau 
migrateur (Writer and Migratory Bird, 2011), an alphabet book of his influences and 
ideas, he says of la Sape, “…le mouvement de la Sape épouserait indirectement les 
objectifs de la littérature africaine de l’époque coloniale — voire postcoloniale — lorsque 
certains auteurs africains d’alors s’illustraient par leur capacité à montrer qu’ils étaient 
capables de manier la langue française mieux que les Français eux-mêmes” (155) [“…the 
movement of la Sape indirectly espoused the objectives of African literature of the 
colonial — and even postcolonial — period, when certain African authors of the time 
distinguished themselves by their ability to show that they were capable of manipulating 
the French language better than the French themselves”]. He indirectly addresses the 
questions of authenticity when raising the question of re-appropriation common to the 
two practices, one sartorial, the other authorial. Similar questions are today directed at 
francophone writers when re-appropriation of the colonizer’s signs — be they linguistic 
or embodied — occurs. 
 But more than proximity to theme or subject matter, Mabanckou’s engagement 
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with la Sape is in effect a continuation of the study of this subculture of Congolese 
migration to France. Gandoulou’s book on the subject dates from 1989; the few articles 
and other texts that have been published on la Sape in the decades since then still rely on 
the sociologist’s analysis as a basis for their own studies.5 Today, the thinkers who are 
working on this idea as an intellectual project are not sociologists but artists and fiction 
writers. While Mabanckou is one of the most visible of authors representing la sape in 
their work — as I have discussed in Chapter 3, Black Bazar has taken on many different 
manifestations including to date two albums by a group of the same name — he is not 
alone. Biyaoula’s L’Impasse, as Kom points out in the above mentioned article, addresses 
this in his protagonist’s return to the home country and failure to live up to his family’s 
expectations even on the level of his clothing. The site where this aesthetic idea is being 
examined further is precisely in literature and other arts, not in sociology. As the culture 
develops over time, the thinkers who are more recently examining its evolution are those 
working in fields of cultural production.6 It is necessary then not to read Gandoulou to 
understand Mabanckou, but rather to read Mabanckou in order to understand Gandoulou. 
This is also a way to resolve what I point to as some of the problematic aspects of 
Gandoulou’s 1989 reading of les sapeurs, namely the lack of a performative 
                                                        
5 In literature for example, see Dominic Thomas, “Fashion Matters: La Sape and 
Vestimentary Codes in Transnational Contexts and Urban Diasporas.” MLN 118.4 
(2003). A recent book of photographs was also released on sapeurs in Brazzaville: 
Daniele Tamagni, Gentlemen of Bacongo. London: Trolley, 2009. 
6 It should be noted that la sape has also been co-opted for consumerism, most recently in 
a Guinness advertisement available on the web that was presented under the guise of a 
short documentary film on les sapeurs (http://www.guinness.com/en-gb/sapeurs/); also 
in the promotion of Black Bazar album, the video shows a sapeur walking proudly in 
the streets in Paris.  
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understanding of the practice and an insistence that their “reality” or essence is in conflict 
with their mode of existence.  
 I will examine the performances of three authors — Fatou Diome, Alain 
Mabanckou, and Léonora Miano — at two major recent literary events in France: the 
2012 Salon du Livre in Paris, and the 2013 writers’ festival Étonnants Voyageurs. 
Looking at specific incidents in these staged events, what differences can be observed 
between the event in Paris, and one that is geographically de-centralized from the hub of 
the publishing industry, though with a significant presence of stakeholders from the 
Parisian industry? How are the embodied presences of these social actors addressed or 
not? How is the question of “francophone” versus “mainstream” writers and texts 
addressed at these events, now that more than five years have passed after the littérature-
monde manifesto? And finally, who are the spectators of these spectacles? Who 
participates and who observes? 
 In my analysis of these events, I rely in large part on Diana Taylor’s model of the 
scenario as a tool for understanding social behaviors and structures, which she outlines in 
her 2003 book The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 
Americas. Scenario, she argues, as opposed to narrative alone, offers the opportunity to 
incorporate traditions of embodied knowledge, what she calls the repertoire, along with 
the archive, which she defines as the written, preserved knowledge of an institution (29). 
Scenario allows for richness in understanding and interpretation on six main points. First, 
it “helps us to conjure up the physical environment” of these acts, the scene. The contexts 
of the actions we observe are crucial to fully understand what is happening. Second, it 
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forces “viewers to deal with the embodiment of the social actors […] to wrestle with the 
social construction of bodies in particular contexts.” This allows us as scholars to account 
for gender and race, for example, as they actually operate in the world. Third, “scenarios 
are formulaic structures” that predispose certain outcomes and yet allow for “reversal, 
parody, and change.” The frame is fixed, therefore repeatable and transferable. This third 
point allows for the agency of the social actors who are implicated. Though there may be 
a fixed frame, allowing both spectator and participant to find their roles in a given scene, 
the script is not stable but available to the actors for manipulation. Fourth, the 
transmission of scenario reflects the multifaceted systems at work. There is more than 
one form of media, or way of interpretation at play in any given scenario. Text but also 
music, physical embodiment, and other forms are all equally valid in this schema and can 
all operate together. Fifth, scenario forces us to situate ourselves in relation to it. We are 
all either spectators or direct participants, therefore there is “no possibility of distancing.” 
Finally, scenario is not necessarily mimetic. It works through reactivation rather than 
duplication. “Rather than a copy…[it is] a once-againness” (29-33). Motifs or roles are 
echoed, they may operate in dialogue with other, previously existing pieces of the 
repertoire, but these echoes are not exact copies of the earlier incarnations. 
 Keeping these points as guideposts, I will examine the Salon du Livre and 
Étonnants-Voyageurs overall as scenario, and also a selection of smaller moments within 
these two large events pertinent to the three writers I focus on in this chapter. I argue that 
reading events like these in this way — not only reading them as texts as in cultural 
studies, but reading the performances themselves also as moments of production and 
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transfer of knowledge — allows us as scholars, and simply as interested readers, to more 
fully appreciate the mechanisms at work in the Parisian publishing industry as well as the 
agency of these actors who operate within it. 
 
The Salon du Livre: Centralized Industry Event 
 The Salon du Livre is the main literary industry event held annually in March in 
Paris. Though open to the public, and many do attend, it is clear that it is an event first 
and foremost about the publishers. A clever promotional graphic recently featured on the 
Salon’s website shows a Venn-diagram-like image where “Professionnels” and the 
“Grand public” barely overlap. While the professional interests in participating in the 
Salon include links to pages labelled “Exposer” and “Accreditation,” other regular parts 
of the festival like the “Pays invité d’honneur” and “Villes invitées” fall under the 
program aimed at attracting paying visitors from the general public. Normally held at the 
Porte de Versailles exhibition hall at the southwestern edge of the city, the 2014 edition 
attracted 198,000 visitors, according to the official records of the Salon (“Historique”). 
While, again, the festival is generally speaking open to the public, the morning of the 
third and final day is reserved for industry professionals, with one afternoon reserved for 
school and educational visits, and the public gaining access only later in the afternoon.  
 The physical/practical organization of the Salon is also, from this observer’s point 
of view, less than accommodating to the grand public in several ways. The event’s 
atmosphere reminds the “regular” reader of the presence and power of the large 
publishing houses, like Gallimard, whose stands are several times larger than other 
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publishers, or even consortiums of publishers like the Livres et auteurs du Bassin du 
Congo. At the same time, getting a grasp of the overall program of events during the 
salon is difficult, and attendees must normally collect individual program brochures from 
each of the publishers’ booths outlining the schedule of authors who will be present and 
what forms their interventions will take (book signing, round table discussion, one-on-
one interview, etc.). Therefore, the general public already must have at least some idea of 
where to look for specific authors he or she may be interested in – what publishing house 
they normally work with, or what regions a certain publisher may highlight, in the case of 
someone looking for a writer from outside of metropolitan France. This organization 
often encourages a certain compartmentalization of works, authors, and the public that 
they may be exposed to. On the surface, then, it appears that the organization of the Salon 
du Livre maintains much of the structures that enforce the French vs. francophone divide 
found in brick-and-mortar shops like the one visited in Chapter 3. There are some 
exceptions to this rule, however, if cases like Gallimard’s Collection blanche are 
considered. Considered to be the publisher’s most prestigious literary imprint, notable 
Goncourt-winning titles like Patrick Chamoiseau’s Texaco (1992) and Marie Ndiaye’s 
Trois femmes puissantes (2009) were first published in la blanche. In cases like these, 
writers who are usually considered “francophone” as opposed to “French” may appear at 
Gallimard’s regular stand. Still, overall the tendency is to replicate this historical 
divisions in the organization of author appearances. 
 Aside from the organization of authors and booksellers, the practical design and 
layout of the Salon often feels less accommodating to visitors than it could be. Some 
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booths provide limited seating for the public to listen to a session; many do not. A notable 
example is the Librairie du Sud/Institut français booth at the 2012 Salon, where authors 
participating in roundtable discussions were seated in a line that faced outward toward 
the walkway of the exhibit hall. Visitors we required to stand in the walkway area for 
panels that could last as long as an hour and a half, where it was sometimes difficult to 
hear the speakers because of interference from concurrent panels at neighboring stands, 
and were frequently in the way of other visitors circulating about the exhibit hall. 
Certainly practical considerations make it impossible to do much more to accommodate 
visitors given the high attendance and limited space of the exhibit hall. Opportunities for 
the public to interact with the authors they have come to see are a bit mixed: on the one 
hand, generally speaking conversations are very directed, controlled by the interviewer or 
moderator, with very little input from those attending. Readers here are observers. On the 
other hand, after the formal discussion is over and book signings can begin, there is little 
to no mediation between the author and her public. That is to say there is generally no 
publishing or bookstore representative to act as a “handler,” limiting the number of 
readers who might approach the table or limiting the time they might like to spend in 
discussion with the writer. (I observe this as in contrast specifically with similar events of 
this scale in the United States, where post-discussion book signings are almost always a 
highly regulated and organized affair, usually on the part of the sponsoring bookstore, 
where details even like the correct title page of the book are monitored for the signings, 
and notes placed to ensure that the reader’s name is correctly spelled by the author during 
the brief 1-minute encounter most readers are granted.) In this sense, then, if the reader 
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has the patience for some other lacks in comfort, she is rewarded with perhaps more 
direct access to the author she is interested in meeting during the dedications. I highlight 
these organizational concerns simply to emphasize the point that the Salon du Livre is 
large, centralized, and largely industry-focused as opposed to reader-centered, in contrast 
with Étonnants Voyageurs which I will examine in more detail below. 
 Fatou Diome’s appearances at the 2012 Salon du Livre were a bit exceptional in 
that at the time her most recent publication, Celles qui attendent, had been released over a 
year earlier in 2010; most of the authors present are promoting more recent releases. 
Diome appeared twice at the Bassin du Congo stand, once on a roundtable with 3 other 
writers titled “Femmes et transmission – Le rôle et la place des femmes dans la 
transmission des traditions,” and the following day at the same stand in a “Tête à tête” 
conversation with radio personality Yvan Amar. Her presence at the 2012 Salon can be 
explained by her being awarded the Prix Solidarité sponsored by Harmonie Mutuelles for 
her 2010 novel. The awarding ceremony took place during the Salon. The prix Solidarité 
is awarded to a work deemed to “[mettre] en avant des valeurs humanists et de solidarité” 
[“advance humanist values and solidarity”] (“Fatou Diome reçoit le prix Solidarité 
2012”). The terms of this award, sponsored by a consortium of for-profit health insurance 
companies, speaks to some elements of the established repertoire for African writers, and 
the act of defending humanistic values resonates very closely with language of social 
and/or political “engagement.” 
 This can be read as an example of how within the context of this centralized, 
industry-focused event, Diome continues to be placed in marginalizing roles that fix her 
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as a figure of the typical repertoire for the African woman writer. But there is also 
evidence for the parody and reversal that Taylor finds possibility for in thinking about 
scenario when we look at Diome as an actor with agency within the framework of this 
rigidly structured event. An article on the Bassin du Congo site (reprinted from the 
Dépêches de Brazzaville) exemplifies how literary media at times reads Diome and the 
reversal of typed roles that she is at times looked at to play. The article frames her as a bit 
of a rebelle on this panel about women’s roles in maintaining traditions, described as 
having a “vive reaction” [“sharp reaction”] to the commentary of one of her co-panelists, 
and quotes her somewhat pugnacious language: “Moi, je voudrais qu’on transmette la 
liberté de la femme. Honorer l’Afrique c’est l’honorer dans la dignité, et si j’ai envie de 
lui donner une claque à cause de ses travers, je voudrai qu’on me laisse le droit de le 
faire. Il ne suffit pas de célébrer l’Afrique belle et flamboyante, il s’agit aussi de dénoncer 
ce qui détruit la vie des gens. La transmission est aussi une transmission de 
reconnaissance ou de rejet” [What I would like is that we transmit liberty for women. 
Honoring Africa means honoring it with dignity, and if I want to give the continent a 
good scolding because of its indiosyncrasies, I would like to be allowed the right to do so. 
It is not enough to celebrate the beautiful and flamboyant Africa, it’s also about 
denouncing what destroys people’s lives. Transmission is also a transmission of 
recognition or rejection”]. 
 It is also important to note that by 2012, Diome was not getting the same amount 
of attention that she was getting in 2003 around the publication of her first novel, Le 
Ventre de l’Atlantique. At the time she was extremely visible in literary media, and was 
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often framed as a newer voice representing the experiences of immigration of the 
contemporary generation, a voice that was unafraid to discuss her ambiguous feelings 
about it and the contradictions and difficulties of that life. The release of Le Ventre de 
l’Atlantique may have been the height of Diome’s literary visibility for the moment. This 
is more clear when the framing of her talks are compared with another author’s, who star 
was clearly still rising at this point in 2012.  
 Mabanckou was another popular presence, at both the Bassin du Congo stand and 
the Librarie du Sud/Institut français. At this last he made one appearance, on a panel with 
four other writers plus a moderator, for a discussion that lasted in total about an hour, 
followed by an opportunity for attendees to approach the writers to speak to them and ask 
them to sign their books. The following day, he made two appearances at the Bassin du 
Congo stand, in the tête à tête sessions. Once he was the interviewee, promoting his 
recent release Le sanglot de l’homme noir, as he had been doing in other appearances 
including on television and print media at around that time. Mabanckou was interviewed 
in this session by Olivier Barrot, a literary journalist known for his long-running show Un 
livre, un jour on France 3 and TV5Monde; this model of the interview did not stray from 
the typical roles played by each party: the author, the interviewer. A few hours later, 
however, Mabanckou crossed to the other side of the table so to speak, and was the 
interviewer for a tête à tête with Pascal Blanchard in conjunction with the release of his 
non-fiction text La France noire. This is the same text that I discussed briefly in Chapter 
3, whose preface was written by Mabanckou. In Chapter 3, I observed some shifts in the 
genres of Mabanckou’s writing that corresponded to his own turn towards the U.S. 
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academy, especially the 2007 release of Lettre à Jimmy. His association with the printed 
text, and the corresponding documentary film, of La France noire is similarly aligned 
with this moment in 2011-2012 when Mabanckou’s role was also shifting in the French 
cultural field and he was often acting as a general cultural commentator. This moment 
where he, within the span of a few hours, moved from the interviewed writer to the 
interviewing literary journalist is indicative of a particularly conspicuous moment of his 
career. The week of the Salon du Livre in Paris also corresponded to the release of Black 
Bazar’s album, and Mabanckou’s appearance on French national television opposite 
then-President Nicolas Sarkozy. It is still difficult to see where the future of Mabanckou’s 
career is leading three years after this moment. But it is clear that he is attempting to 
move away from his former strategies of self-presentation: the disappearance of the blog 
Black Bazar mentioned in Chapter 3 is one indication of this. Elsewhere, he has been 
presenting himself in ways that are more distanced from the Parisian-centered contexts 
examined here. He recently announced his appearance at the upcoming PEN World 
Voices Festival in New York in May 2015, which will focus on writing from Africa and is 
curated by Chimamanda Adichie. His followers on Twitter saw his announcement from 
22 January 2015 tagged with fellow participants Charles M. Blow (American columnist 
at the New York Times), Teju Cole (Nigerian-American writer and photographer), and 
Binyavanga Wainaina (Kenyan novelist) – not a single francophone writer among them, 
though there are francophone authors and intellectuals appearing at the festival, including 
Boubacar Boris Diop, Véronique Tadjo, and Achille Mbembe. Scenarios like this one, 
along with the 2014 publication of the English translation of his essay on James Baldwin, 
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Letter to Jimmy, may point to significant new turns. 
 
Étonnants Voyageurs: World Literature, World Writers 
 Étonnants Voyageurs7 has been running for close to 25 years and is now one of the 
largest book and literary festivals in the world, on par with the PEN World Voices 
Festival in New York and the Edinburgh International Book Festival.8 This festival 
distinguishes itself from others in France for its situation in the public space of 
publishing, and for the organizers’ at times pointed engagement within and about the 
publishing world. This festival represents on some level an effort to push back against the 
hyper-centralization of the Parisian publishing industry, of which the Paris Salon du Livre 
discussed above is emblematic. The festival’s position is clear in three primary aspects of 
the festival: first, in the geographical orientation of the festival, both its physical 
location(s) and its regional sensibilities regarding authors and artists; second, in the 
practical and thematic organization of the festival, and how the interaction between 
writers and their public is focused; and lastly, how the individual authors are presented in 
talks and how they present themselves, in terms of classification by their work or their 
embodied selves. 
 Étonnants Voyageurs has called Saint-Malo, France home since its beginnings in 
1991. This small town on the north coast of Brittany in western France is a sharp contrast 
to the hyper-central location of the Paris Salon du Livre. Though Étonnants Voyageurs is 
                                                        
7 Literally “surprising travellers,” the festival takes its name from a poem by Baudelaire. 
8 See Word Alliance http://www.wordalliance.org/. 
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not the only book festival in France to take place en province (“in the provinces,” i.e. 
outside Paris) during the year,9 it is certainly the largest of these, attracting over 250 
writers, directors, and other artists at the May 2013 edition of the festival. The semi-
mobile nature of the festival also sets it apart: while Saint-Malo always hosts the festival 
the long holiday weekend around Pentecost (late May or early June), the festival has in 
the past traveled to Port-au-Prince, Haiti; Bamako, Mali; and Brazzaville, Congo in 
February 2013, shortly before the May edition in Saint-Malo that I discuss in detail here. 
This migratory side of the festival distinguishes it as an event that is not exclusively 
linked to a place, and shows its commitment to one of its major aesthetic values in 
literature and the arts. Though “Saint-Malo” is sometimes used as short hand to refer to 
the festival, the official title itself does not include a specific reference to the city, and 
thus avoids anchoring the event to any one specific place in the way that the Paris Salon 
du Livre or Edinburgh International Book Festival do.  
 This mobility also corresponds to the subtitle of the original festival in 1991, 
which has largely remained as the thematic drive behind each successive edition: “Quand 
les écrivains redécouvrent le monde” (“When writers rediscover the world”). Early 
editions of the festival were specifically focused on travel literature and often spotlighted 
less well-known or established writers, as cofounder Maëtte Chantrell recalls in a 2011 
article published on the festival's website. Over time, specific themes were added 
beginning with genres like crime and detective fiction, as well as aesthetic questions like 
                                                        
9 The city of Angoulême in west-central France has hosted a large comics festival 
annually for over 40 years, and Metz, in Lorraine, holds an annual book fair, just to 
name two other major events. 
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the rapport between fiction and reality, and the success of the festival encouraged both 
participants and organizers to keep these elements year to year until the festival reached 
its current large size. Although in the past decades the event’s size and scope have 
changed, the core idea of literature as a means to open up the world and to open up 
readers to the world is still the impetus behind the festival. In part through the traveling 
nature of the festival, migrating around all three points of the Atlantic triangle trade in 
which France participated in centuries past, Étonnants Voyageurs still keeps an ethos of 
travel and discovery. The festival’s geography de-centers itself, in relationship to Paris, 
both in its physical locations as well as in its interest in the world of letters.  
 Another distinction of Étonnants Voyageurs in comparison with the Salon du 
Livre is in its organization. Aside from the foundational theme of “Quand les écrivains 
redécouvrent le monde,” underpinning each edition of the festival, there are certain sub-
themes or spotlights each year. In May 2013, the thematic umbrellas included a series of 
discussions organized in cooperation with the Edinburgh World Writers’ Conference with 
authors from many different nationalities, and “L'Afrique qui vient” (“Africa Rising”), a 
continuation of the central theme of the Brazzaville edition of Étonnants Voyageurs the 
previous February. I will look at these two thematic categories in particular and how their 
grouping and organization contributes to the alternative model for thinking about 
literature and artistic production, at least within France and French letters, that Étonnants 
Voyageurs presents. 
 Étonnants Voyageurs has been a member of the Word Alliance since 2012. This 
organization groups together eight of the world's largest literary and writers festivals 
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around the world in an effort to bring together intellectual ideas as well as practical 
advice for organizers, publishers, writers and readers, across languages, political borders, 
and literary traditions.10 During the year 2012-2013, the British Council along with one 
of the participants in the Alliance, the Edinburgh International Book Festival, organized 
the Edinburgh World Writers’ Conference, a series of thematic discussions to take place 
at various sites during the year, many of them Word Alliance-affiliated festival sites; 
Saint-Malo was one of them. Talks at Étonnants Voyageurs labeled under this title were 
organized around major questions facing literature today and in the future, such as “Peut-
on parler de littérature nationale?” (“Is it possible to talk about national literature?”) and 
“L'avenir du roman” (“The future of the novel”). These questions were based on those 
from the 1962 Edinburgh Writers' Conference and were echoed at the various 
participating sites around the world. The format of the discussions was specific: in a 
small auditorium, one writer would address the topic in question from a set of prepared 
remarks; discussion would then open up, managed by another writer, from invited writers 
in the hall followed by from the general public. All conversations were filmed and have 
been made freely available on the Étonnants Voyageurs website, in keeping with the 
festival's open, global ideals. The effort to have these discussions reach as great a number 
of interested public as possible is another marked difference from the Paris Salon du 
Livre, where, aside from publications from literary journalists who may cover reviews or 
interviews around the three-day event, one has to be physically present to participate. 
This effort at digital access to and by Etonnants Voyageurs may in a small part 
                                                        
10 The other festivals in the Word Alliance take place in Jaipur, Beijing, New York, 
Edinburgh, Melbourne, Berlin, and Toronto. 
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compensate for other issues of accessibility at the festival however: a disadvantage of the 
de-centered location is the cost of travel for many potential attendees to travel to the 
festival site, cover accommodation, and pay for the entrance fee (which at 12 Euros for a 
1-day entrance or 27 Euros for a 3-day pass is comparable to the Paris Salon du Livre’s 
entry fees of 12 Euros for the day or a 2-day pass of 18 Euros). Discussions were often 
bilingual, and both anglophone and francophone writers were invited to intervene; 
simultaneous interpretation was available to keep the dialogue as inclusive as possible.  
 Linking the May festival with the first-ever edition in Brazzaville the previous 
February via the “L'Afrique qui vient” theme raises compelling questions about the 
exportation of literature and culture. As described on the festival's website:  
[Pour l]’édition d’Étonnants Voyageurs à Brazzaville, en février dernier, 
[…n]ous voulions un événement littéraire donnant à voir et à entendre 
cette ‘Afrique qui vient,’ en train de prendre sa place dans le monde, qui 
entre en dialogue avec le monde, une Afrique rassemblée dans la 
diversité de ses expressions. Mais comment ne pas en proposer le 
meilleur au public du festival de Saint-Malo – et que se prolonge ainsi, 
s’approfondisse le dialogue entre ses acteurs et les autres écrivains, 
venus du monde entier?  
[For the Brazzaville edition of Étonnants Voyageurs last February, we 
wanted a literary event that let people see and hear this ‘Africa Rising,’ 
taking its place in the world, entering into dialogue with the world, an 
Africa gathered together in the diversity of its expressions. But how 
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could we not propose the best to the public of the festival in Saint-Malo 
— so that the dialogue between these actors and other writers, come 
from all over the world, could continue and deepen?]  
This excerpt displays language that is clearly aligned with the Littérature-monde 
manifesto. But more than this, literary and cultural production here become refined 
exports from the former colony that travel back to the metropole, the best cultural 
artifacts imported to instruct the attendees of the Saint-Malo edition. This raises some 
familiar issues of the audience for writers from and on the African continent. Bringing the 
festival to Brazzaville was meant at least in part to bring writers in touch with a potential 
African reading public, as opposed to the European or North American readers they are 
normally marketed to, though the success of achieving this goal could be debated. The 
effort to then bring the Brazzaville festival back to Europe raises questions about the 
feasibility of changing the status quo of a situation where the success and circulation of 
African writers working in French are still dependent on France-based publishers and 
readers. Later in this description on the website, we see that the panels and film 
screenings under the “Afrique qui vient” theme were in large part dedicated to the 
English language production of writers and filmmakers from South Africa and Nigeria, 
and not necessarily focused on French-language artistic production. This exemplifies an 
important aspect of the Étonnants Voyageurs ethos, a de-centering of the Parisian-
centered literary discussion in France today. By displacing a theme geographically, and 
also in large part linguistically, these sessions push back against the metropolitan capital's 
dominance on multiple fronts, even challenging the prioritizing of the remainders of old 
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colonial relationships in literary arts by reaching outside of France's former colonial 
sphere in the African continent.  
 Two of the writers in this project’s corpus played significant roles at the 2013 
festival in Saint-Malo. Both Mabanckou and Miano make regular appearances at 
Étonnants Voyageurs, at its yearly late-spring edition as well as at its traveling sites. In 
fact, Mabanckou was the parrain (literally “godfather”; the organizer and leader) of the 
Brazzaville edition of the festival in February 2013, thus taking on more of a leadership 
role in the festival that was also for him a return to his country of birth11, and for the 
festival a first in the Congo. This sign of his position of prestige and visibility within the 
Etonnants-Voyageurs organization and its significance as an effort to raise his profile 
among his fellow contemporary authors, who he in effect “brought” to Brazzaville, 
cannot be understated. Further making the link between the two instances of the festival, 
Mabanckou was also co-editor with Michel Le Bris of an anthology of short texts from 
up-and-coming francophone and anglophone (in translation) African writers titled 
L’Afrique qui vient. The preface to this volume, too, takes up the message promoted by 
the festival: “C’est dans le bouleversement d’une création déterritorialisée que se joue 
désormais notre destin car l’art n’est pas une question de géographie mais de rencontre 
                                                        
11 This also coincided with the release in January 2013 of Lumières de Pointe-Noire, a 
travel journal/memoir of sorts Mabanckou wrote during his first trip back to the city of 
his birth in over two decades. Return to Pointe-Noire and the Brazzaville edition of 
Étonnants Voyageurs were two different trips, at two different moments to different 
cities, the way that these two moments seem to coincide at the Saint-Malo festival, where 
Mabacnkou was promoting his most recent publication and continuing the discussions 
from Brazzaville, has shades of his other experimental self-writing, such as the novel 
Black Bazar I discuss in Chapter 2. 
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d’univers, loin des frontières et des cartes d’identité ou de passeports” (“From now on 
our destiny plays out in the upheaval of a deterritorialized creation, because art is not a 
question of geography but an encounter of universes, far from borders and identity cards 
or passports” 9). It also reminds the readers of the direct impact the festival has had in 
attending to the recognition of the writers presented here, both those working in French 
like Fatou Diome and Léonora Miano, and in English, such as Chimamanda Adichie and 
Teju Cole, all four of whom are specifically cited later in the preface (14-15). This edited 
volume thus serves not only as a piece of the bridge between the Brazzaville and Saint-
Malo events in 2013, but also as a reminder of the impacts of the live events on the 
publishing industry and on the popular and critical reception of the writers and their 
works. Further, as I already analyzed in his prefacing work Chapter 3, and his dual roles 
in the tête à tête conversations the previous year at the Paris Salon du Livre, texts like this 
show a move in Mabanckou’s work from one that is strictly creative in nature to a more 
recent role of critic and here, someone toward a leadership role in the publishing industry.  
 Along with published volumes such as L’Afrique qui vient Mabanckou’s role as 
once-parrain makes him part of the establishment and administration of the larger event. 
For several years he has made his strong connections with Étonnants Voyageurs and its 
cofounder Michel Le Bris visible, and 2013 in this sense does not mark a great departure 
for him.12 The role he performs here is one of an established writer in the field and on the 
                                                        
12 There are several examples of this aside from his general participation in the festival 
for years. His signing the original “manifesto” in Le Monde and participation in the 
subsequent publication of Pour une littérature-monde en français and his participation 
in other collective works with Le Bris like Je est un autre: pour une identité-monde 
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stage of the festival: he is one of the “old guard” and even a central (as in not boundary-
pushing) figure. Within this frame, he is not an outsider but rather mainstream. 
Mabanckou is also not the only writer to assume the title of parrain in his home country 
— the Haitian-Canadian writer Dany Laferrière has played this role for Étonnants 
Voyageurs in Port-au-Prince in 2012. As I have discussed in Chapter 2, Laferrière is a 
role model for Mabanckou in many ways, and the two make explicit reference to each 
other in their writings and their public appearances. Here is another example of authorial 
mentorship in a specifically a professional model of authorship passing between these 
two writers. But in addition to having a general presence in the wings of the festival so to 
speak, Mabanckou also had individual roles to play in specific scenes during the three 
days. Of the many panels and discussions where he was scheduled to appear, I will focus 
on one café littéraire where his presence was staged within a group of writers, another 
session where his presence was evoked by others, and a third where his presence was 
actually an absence.  
 The café littéraire sessions are intended as more casual discussions surrounding a 
thematic idea, and are staged in a more or less open room, in contrast to the closed 
auditoriums, cinema halls, or amphitheaters of some of the other panels and discussions. 
The public is free to come and go during the talk, and refreshments can be purchased at a 
café/bar immediately next to the room. The staging is meant at its best to imitate the 
casual and sometimes intimate feeling of the French tradition of cafés littéraires; at times, 
                                                                                                                                                                     
show that this is not the first time he has participated in publications with strong ties to 
Étonnants Voyageurs. Also his home institution in the United States, UCLA, hosted a 
colloquium on Littérature-monde. 
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however, the large volume of attendance results in standing-room-only crowds, and the 
relatively brief one-hour talks with as many as five authors at once do not at any point 
allow for contributions or questions from the reading public. Thus, rather than a 
participatory event involving action from all social actors present, the café littéraire 
becomes more of a spectacle that is clearly divided into actors on the stage and passive 
spectators in the audience. This can be at least in part explained by the sheer size of 
Étonnants Voyageurs – attendance regularly reached 60,000 over three days by 2010 
(“Étonnants Voyageurs”). But this double frame for the discussion in this venue — at 
once referring to a perhaps romanticized model for intellectual exchange, while the actual 
execution of the scenario recalls the distance of a formal theater production — 
simultaneously creates a desire for personal connection with the authors on stage, while it 
also prevents them from directly exchanging with their public. Authors are expected to be 
themselves, yet are also kept at a distance as famous actors expected to perform on cue. 
 The first day of the festival one particular café littéraire was organized under the 
thematic title “'Je' de mémoire,”13 and featured in discussion with the host Maëtte 
Chantrell a panel of authors: Mabanckou, Maryse Condé, Boualem Sansal, and Roland 
Colin. Their latest releases all addressed memory, memoir writing, and writing the self in 
some way. I call attention to this grouping of writers both for its diversity and for the way 
this panel was in fact not framed. The lack of explicit labeling of the theme in terms of 
“francophonie,” “(post)colonial,” “African/African diaspora,” or any other regional or 
ethnic qualifying statement, is exceptional for its lack of making the panel exceptional in 
                                                        
13 In French the homophones for “I” and “games” (“je” and “jeux” respectively) create 
ambiguity in the sound of the title, but it is written as “‘I’ of memory.” 
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this way. Grouping authors from Central Africa (Mabanckou), the Caribbean (Condé), the 
Maghreb (Sansal), and metropolitan France (Colin), around a theoretical question rather 
than a geographic order presents an alternative to the more typical organization of French 
letters. Divisions such as these exist not only in areas of study in the academy, as they 
also do in the United States, but in more public forms of literature classification. 
Publishing houses often release authors from outside of France under special collections 
(Continents noirs by Gallimard is one example). Even the interested reader entering a 
major bookstore in Paris finds that shelves are not only divided into “French” and 
“foreign” literature, but also “littérature maghrébine,” “africaine,” and “créole,” as I 
discussed in Chapter 1. 
 This organization is emblematic of one of the major driving motivations behind 
the festival, that literature (in French) be considered as a world phenomenon. Books 
allow a “rediscovery of the world” — to borrow from the festival’s tagline — and thus 
are limited when classified only by geographical origin of the author. Instead, as this 
stage at Étonnants Voyageurs frames it, a text has much more in common with a network 
of other texts (and writers) based on thematic or aesthetic elements. Presenting a panel 
like “‘Je’ de mémoire” makes this statement by precisely not making explicit statements 
that organize an author's creative production along geographical or political boundaries. I 
contrast this scene with those at one of the stands at the Paris Salon du Livre discussed 
above, Livres et Auteurs du bassin du Congo (Books and Authors of the Congo River 
Basin), the collective of publishers clearly basing its presentation of texts and author 
appearances around common historic or ethnic ties to a geographical region. The 
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Librairie du Sud/Institut français stand does something similar, though around a larger, 
more vague geographic designation. But the authors at the café littéraire at Étonnants 
Voyageurs are not presented as African (Caribbean, Maghrébi...) writers, but simply as 
writers. Such a qualifying statement is missing here, thus placing writers who are often 
seen as the inheritors of a colonial past fully as creators on the same level (literally, on 
this stage) as a white Franco-French writer who in fact worked in the French 
administration overseas during the decolonizing period (Colin).  
 Looking at Mabanckou's performance individually, his commentary was mostly 
about his newest release, Lumières de Pointe-Noire (2013). The book is his most 
autobiographical yet (hence his presence on a panel focusing on memoir and writing the 
self), and mixes together reminiscences of his childhood growing up in Congo's port city, 
brought about by the occasion of his first visit to his home country in over 20 years. 
Interspersed throughout the text the reader also finds a mix of photographs, some taken 
by his partner Caroline Blache (also the manager of the group Black Bazar) during his 
recent return and others looking like specimens from a family scrapbook. The author 
specifically addressed the autobiographical question in his discussion here in this panel. 
Much of Mabanckou's fiction can be said to have autobiographical elements, as I have 
discussed in Chapter 2, with allusions in Black Bazar to his relationships with Haitian 
writers Dalembert and Laferrière, and references in the dedication and in the body of the 
text to the name of Mabanckou’s own mother. While Black Bazar and Mémoires d’un 
porc-épic can be seen as rather experimental in this way – borrowing signifiers from real-
life people, places, and events to stage an elaborate game of mirrors – here, Mabanckou 
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puts Lumières de Pointe-Noire in contrast to his previous work. He asserts that this text 
represents a phase where he is getting closer to autofiction, but he is also wary of this 
genre and finds it important to “éviter le piège de l'autofiction française où il y a 
beaucoup plus de 'auto' que de ‘fiction'” [“avoid the trap of French autofiction where 
there is much more ‘auto’ than ‘fiction’”]. 
 This statement shows that Mabanckou is more interested in constructed, invented 
storytelling than in biographical or historical accuracy. It would also appear that this kind 
if accuracy is sometimes interpreted as narcissism by Mabanckou. Here he implies that 
rather than a platform for showcasing the self, writing should be concerned first and 
foremost with aesthetic creation. This claim may seem at first glance to work against my 
previous points regarding Mabanckou’s stylized personality; but I would like to put the 
emphasis here on the “stylized” part of this phrase, and, to the degree that it is possible, 
away from the focus on “personality.” If Mabanckou’s canvas is the self – which he 
embellishes, frames, and displays in fiction, non-fiction, and in person – it is that this is 
his chosen raw material for creation. His claims here may seem contradictory, as he 
decries the narcissism of other autofiction writers while benefitting from a certain 
visibility that his own self-writings have gained him. But this self is in fact his 
experimental material; authorship is the very aesthetic idea he explores in his varied 
work.  
 Contradictory statements such as these lead the reading public to question the 
connection between reality and authenticity: must the text be based in reality for it, and 
its creator, to be “authentic”? This is the same question raised by Romano’s article about 
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African writers gaining critical acclaim in the United States mentioned earlier. This 
questioning adds a more complex dimension to the representation of Mabanckou as 
individual and as author. In his denial of working in the genre of French autofiction, he 
alerts the public to the danger of reading a “just the facts” biography in his work and he 
presents himself in a stylized way. I call attention to the tension between autobiography 
and fiction here again because it is a moment that clearly addresses the embodiment of 
the social actor, the author. As stated in the introduction to this chapter, these personal 
appearances are often the places where the author is forced to address most directly these 
personal (in the sense of biographical) questions about her or his work. The readers-
turned-audience are literally face to face with the creator of the object they (presumably) 
admire. It is understandable in this scenario to raise the question of the lines between 
what is real and what is invention. Even in this exceptional setting, where his work is not 
taken and analyzed because it is “African,” there is still a necessary reckoning with the 
embodied author. 
 Mabanckou’s commentary on the “trap” of French autofiction is also critical: he 
identifies his work in relation to a significant genre in what I would call mainstream 
contemporary French letters, but at the same time he distances himself from that genre. 
He recognizes that he is at least in part an inheritor of this tradition, while still criticizing 
it by declaring that he wants to work more on the “fiction” side than the “self” side of this 
practice; he is framing himself as a storyteller, someone with mastery of the practice of 
crafting fiction, as opposed to simply recalling facts. But I am skeptical that a separation 
of the two sides is actually possible. If the word “fiction” can be understood at least in 
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part as a construction, the self is also fiction in that, in a performative model of identity, it 
is always constructed.14 Here Mabanckou is purposefully saying that he is more 
interested, at least in his writing, in the constructed, fictive side of things than in a strict 
recounting of facts. His “self” is stylized and presented with the performance in mind. 
Even in a discussion where he is “playing himself” he hints at his own games (“jeux/je”) 
of self-representation. These are not limited to his written work and are still operating 
here in the crowded hall at a writers festival. His simultaneous use and criticism of this 
mainstream genre also aligns with disidentification: he is simultaneously “working on” 
autofiction by identifying with this French, late-twentieth-century genre, while also 
“working against” it and changing some of the reader’s assumptions about it though his 
experimental, aesthetic use of the authorial self. 
 Another moment in which Mabanckou's presence was evoked, if not directly 
staged, was at a session the following day marking the tenth anniversary of the Montreal-
based publishing house Mémoire d'encrier. It took place not in the event center where 
most of the other main panels were held, but at the Maison du Québec, a cultural center 
co-sponsored by the Québec government and the city of Saint-Malo. Besides Rodney 
Saint-Éloi, the poet and director of the publishing house, the panel was composed of three 
other writers who all work with the Montreal publisher: Dany Laferrière, one of Mémoire 
d'encrier's most well-known authors; Naomi Fontaine, an Inuit woman working in French 
and living in Québec; and Laure Morali, who was born in France but who now lives in 
                                                        
14 See Judith Butler. "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory." Theatre Journal. Vol. 40, No. 4, December 
1988. 519-531. 
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Montreal. This grouping shows the diversity of Mémoire d’encrier’s publishing agenda, 
and also their effort to welcome anyone into the fold as a Canadian or québécois writer, 
so long as they live and write in French, regardless of their origins. The discussion 
centered around the publisher's unique position as a peripheral center for literary 
production, outside of the hegemony of the Parisian industry. Montreal has a history of 
being an alternative site for publishing texts that have difficulty finding a home in the 
center of the metropole; Ahmadou Kourouma's Les Soleils des Indépendances is perhaps 
the most emblematic example of this, especially among authors from France’s former 
colonies in Africa. Kourouma's groundbreaking novel, at first rejected in Paris, was 
published in Montreal in 1968 (Presses de l'université de Montréal) before being finally 
accepted, and republished, in Paris two years later with Éditions du Seuil. 
 Saint-Éloi echoed this phenomenon in evoking one of Mabanckou's texts that was 
published with his imprint: an earlier collection of poetry, Tant que les arbres 
s'enracineront dans la terre (2004). Mabanckou's own website notes the exceptional 
nature of this publication stating that it is “une décentralisation dans les publications de 
l’auteur puisqu’il a été publié aux Editions Mémoire d’encrier au Québec, maison dirigée 
par le poète Rodney Saint-Eloi” (“a decentralization in the author’s publications since it 
was published with Mémoire d’encrier in Québec, the publishing house directed by the 
poet Rodney Saint-Eloi”). Saint-Éloi described this event as an example of Mémoire 
d’encrier’s support of young authors, when Mabanckou published with them before he 
was well-known – in any case before his Renaudot prize and his constant presence in the 
literary and cultural media. In the words of Saint-Éloi, it was “quand il n'était pas encore 
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Mabanckou, il était Alain” (“when he wasn’t Mabanckou yet, he was just Alain”). Here 
his last name becomes a signifier for the personality that he has become in the world of 
French letters and in the media. Saint-Éloi is referencing a time before the performance 
of his public self had perhaps overcome the person who he was at the beginning of his 
writing career. “Mabanckou” is the moniker of the auteur/sapeur, the man who is rarely 
seen without his casquette, the master of ceremonies at a launch party for an album he 
produced. The signifier of the use of his last name only is caught up in this specific public 
image of the self; “Alain” is the poet who has not yet attained this level of visibility. 
 Finally, another event for which Mabanckou's presence was listed in fact turned 
out to be an absence. Each year several literary prizes are awarded over the course of the 
festival, the largest being the Prix Ouest-France/Etonnants Voyageurs, sponsored jointly 
with the region’s largest newspaper. The short list for the prize is first decided by a panel 
composed of some administrators and sponsors of the festival as well as a number of 
writers closely involved in its organization, including one or more previous winners of 
the prize. The winner is then selected from the short list by a final jury of ten high school 
student volunteers. For 2013 the writers on the panel included Mabanckou, Miano, Sami 
Tchak, Carole Martinez, and Yahia Belaskri.15 Such a system of panel members and 
awarding of prizes serves a double legitimizing function. First, winning the prize itself 
legitimizes the author. While the Prix Ouest-France is not in the same category of prestige 
as the Goncourt or the Renaudot, its importance is not insignificant. Additionally, the Prix 
                                                        
15 This list also includes past winners of the prize, Belaskri for Si tu cherches la pluie, 
elle vient d’en haut in 2011 and Mabanckou for Verre Cassé in 2005. 
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Ouest-France has in the past given its nod of recognition to works by authors who only a 
short time later went on to win one of the major literary prizes mentioned above16; in this 
sense, it can be seen as a sort of stepping stone towards more prestigious recognition. 
Second, the act of passing from an author whose work is considered for or even awarded 
the prize to sitting on the selection committee is also a move of legitimation within the 
context of the festival. The status of writers like Mabanckou and Belaskri, both already 
well-established writers, is further reinforced as they move from what could be 
considered a marginalized position toward more central roles, from the ranks of past 
winners into the panel of judges. 
 The brief awards ceremony itself took place in the same venue as the café 
littéraires, and if the room was full to capacity it seemed evident that a large part of the 
public was made up of family members of the ten high school students on the jury, who 
were all present on the stage for the formal announcement of the winner. While the 
authors are normally the actors in the spotlight in this venue, this portion of the program 
is clearly meant to turn the spotlight back to a participating public, specifically in an 
educational way aimed at engaging the younger generation of readers. This is in sharp 
contrast to the industry-centered Salon du Livre in Paris. While the Paris Salon does have 
family-oriented areas and stands featuring children’s literature publishers, Étonnants 
Voyageurs clearly is more interested in an educational function through this program that 
pulls young adult readers “behind the scenes” of the literary prize show. 
                                                        
16 After his win in 2005, Mabanckou won the Prix Renaudot for Mémoires de porc-épic 
the following year, a book that in some ways is a sequel to Verre cassé. 
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 In the festival program, all of the adult members of the selection committee were 
listed, implying their presence on the stage, along side their high school partners for the 
2013 prize. However, only one of the authors was physically present for the 
announcement, Léonora Miano. After the winning author and text were declared, Miano 
read an excerpt from the novel, which had also been chosen by the jury of students. The 
absence of Mabanckou and the majority of the rest of his colleagues on the selection 
committee can have many explanations. First, the small stage in this venue, meant for the 
smaller-scale discussions with authors like the cafés littéraires discussed above, was 
hardly large enough to hold the presenters and the student jury. It would be impractical to 
include more people on stage. Second, it is clear that another important motivation of 
Étonnants Voyageurs is to engage a younger reading public and to initiate them into an 
active role in reading, public discourse, and criticism surrounding contemporary literary 
production in France; thus including the literary stars of the selection committee and their 
perhaps overpowering presence could take away from the moment for the younger 
members involved in the process and undermine the educational goal of the project. This 
absence of not only Mabanckou but the others, can transfer yet another legitimizing force 
at play in the prize system. Still, the adult authors are the ones the program lists as 
individuals, whereas the students are listed as a collected group. But in part because of its 
absence, the adult, established author committee transfers its legitimized opinions on 
literature of value to the younger panel of newly minted experts to make the final 
decision of which of the texts will win. The short list essentially assures that there are 
already only choices of quality that the less experienced critics of literature will pick 
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from; in this way all texts on the list of possibilities are valid choices (there is no wrong 
answer). In a similar way, the listing of the individual names of the legitimizing panel 
authenticates the award being conferred in the moment, while their physical effacement 
performs a sort of transferal of authority to those who are in fact present on the stage.   
 Another appearance Miano made was at a panel entitled “Jazz et écriture” (“Jazz 
and writing”), which collected a mix of anglophone and francophone artists: Saul 
Williams, Teju Cole, Miano, Michel Le Bris, and Diana Evans, lead by Yahia Belaskri. 
Each artist made individual commentary on the influence or connections between jazz 
and their written (or spoken, in the case of Williams) work, responded to each other and 
gave general commentary on jazz as cultural artifact. Miano herself reiterated may of the 
same themes and ideas that can be found in her collection of essays and public speeches, 
Habiter la frontière (Living on the Border, 2012), specifically in recounting her 
beginnings as a writer, which she traces back to a course on vocal jazz improvisation that 
she took. Of her initiation into improvisation she says, “Ça a complètement débloqué 
mon écriture romanesque” (“It completely unblocked my creative writing”). She 
attributes this “unblocking” to a discovery of an authentic self that was permitted by 
improvisation, which requires the practitioner to “être profondément soi-même” (“be 
profoundly one’s self”). The self is a necessary state of being or discovered object in 
order to practice improvisation; at the same time, the practice is a way that leads one to 
this self, “une façon de retrouver le soi plus authentique” (“a way of finding the more 
authentic self”). The question of authenticity raised by Gandoulou is again raised here. It 
seems at first that Miano would be aligned with his critiques of the sapeurs, that their 
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outward performance of success is false because it is not a secondary sign of a previously 
existing socioeconomic success. But Miano’s authenticity actually seems more aligned 
with the performative: the self that she claims to have reached was discovered through 
the staged, vocal performance of jazz. Though improvisation is thought of as unstructured 
it is still constructed, working through recognizable rhythms of sound and silence, and 
patters of harmony and dissonance. Her discourse here on the surface echoes an 
essentialist tone, asserting that to be author there must be some inner core of one's 
identity that must be tapped into in order to create (be it music or written text). Yet Miano 
is actually making a strong case for an examination of the performed element to any 
claim to authenticity. 
 This panel, and how she presented herself in it, can also be related closely to how 
she often frames her work in fiction around a suggested musical soundtrack, including 
jazz and other specifically black American music influences. Both of these points serve to 
stage her writing practice as one that crosses established boundaries of form, genre, and 
even origin. Blurring the lines between music and writing thus puts the latter in relation 
to a more typically performative expression of art. Claiming strong aesthetic influences 
from American artists automatically frames her works as cross-cultural; this also relates 
strongly to her position of the importance of her term “Afropean.” Even her literal 
position in the stage at this panel, in front of a large auditorium of spectators, as the only 
speaker without an interpreter, and able to interact in both French and English, clearly 
frames her linguistic and artistic position between multiple languages, cultures, and 
traditions, indeed, to “habiter la frontière.”  
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 Finally, Miano was also present for one of the discussions staged in cooperation 
with the Edinburgh World Writers' Conference. As mentioned above, the format of the 
discussions that were organized as a part of this group was somewhat particular in nature. 
The session I discuss here was entitled “L'avenir du roman” (“The future of the novel”), 
and was begun by a prepared talk given by Michel LeBris, who squarely outlined his 
position on the future of the novel as falling well within his ideals, and those of the 
festival, about a world literature. Following these prepared remarks, invited writers who 
were present in the hall were invited to respond to LeBris or comment in general on the 
theme of the discussion.  
 Miano's brief commentary, towards the end of the discussion, responded to the 
question of the novel and how it is read, but also more importantly to the way the creators 
of the texts themselves are “read” by the public. If the novel is meant to be “porteur de 
savoir” (“bearer of knowledge”) in her words, how then is one supposed to read? The 
personal and creative dimension is forgotten, she asserts, if the novel is regarded 
primarily as an informational source documenting life in a certain region or of a certain 
people. In this schema, is the author as individual forgotten and replaced by the 
qualification of documentary text? That is to say, the questions she pointedly asked her 
contemporaries were, “Est-ce que tous les auteurs sont lus comme des créateurs? […] Et 
si on acceptait qu'un écrivain noir est un créateur et non pas un témoin [de son 
continent]?” (“ Are all authors read as creators? […] What if a black writer was accepted 
as a creator and not simply a witness [of his continent]?”) These loaded questions are 
exemplary of her firm position regarding artistic creation by writers of African origin or 
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descent: that they should be read, critiqued, listened to, accepted wholly as creators in the 
same way that their white, in this case franco-French counterparts, would be.  
 
Conclusions 
 Presenting these episodes of public performances by Diome, Mabanckou, and 
Miano has allowed us to see contrasts in two very different presentations of and 
theoretical interpretations of what literature in French is and/or should be today. While 
the commercially focused Paris Salon du Livre displays the central hold that the Paris-
based industry has on the world of French letters, and in some ways maintains the French 
vs. francophone organization of authors and texts, Étonnants Voyageurs clearly promotes 
its vision of littérature-monde and attempts to re-think the traditional boundaries to the 
way literature in French – and in other languages – is classified, discussed, and read by 
both critics and the general public, though without completely breaking the hold of the 
industry as seen in the large presence of large publishers and mainstream literary 
journalists.. 
 Beyond these observations of the differences in the two events, if we read these 
episodes through the lens of scenario as Diana Taylor defines it, it is possible to better 
understand not only the fixed frames around these authors that attempt to define them in 
specific, inherited ways, but also the methods with which these authors as actors are 
creating new ways of understanding within these frameworks. By drawing at times 
conscious attention to the performance aspect of their roles as authors, they are in fact 
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creating new parts for the African writer in French. The fixed frame of scenario may 
replicate restrictive roles for them to play, but there is still space for understanding the 
agency of the actors within that frame to manipulate and invent. We saw an instance of 
this in Diome’s participation in a panel on women and tradition – but her participation 
was one that incorporated a certain amount of resistance to these limited ways of thinking 
about the role of African women in societies and families. Mabanckou’s playful 
acceptance yet critique of an association with a genre like autofiction, and own efforts at 
experimentation within an already defined genre, are another example of acting within 
the frame, yet working against it at the same time to perhaps create something new. 
Miano’s final comments in the last scene at Étonnants Voyageurs also falls into the same 
category of acts: her rhetorical questions critique the very points of departure of lectures 
and discussions like the scene in which she appeared. Like well-practiced improvisational 
actors, these three writers are all game for the scenario proposed to them, and say “yes” 
to each proposition: they are “working on” the framework they receive from a heritage of 
French literature. But they also push at the defining edges of these questions asked of 
them: they are “working against” the limitation set forth by that same heritage of French 
literature, as Sami Tchak does in framing his book La couleur de l’écrivain around a 
series of reductive questions from an audience member. Tchak’s book pointedly 
ruminates on scenarios just like the ones examined in detail in this chapter: the physically 
present author face-to-face with his public, and the at times precarious open forum of 
question. The theatricality of La couleur de l’écrivain is a direct product of the theatrical 
strengths required of African writers today in the public eye. When faced with a lack of 
  
264
acknowledgement from critics and readers, to the point that even the very questions they 
ask as starting points for discussion are limiting, these writers are responding that the 
terms of the discussion need to be re-examined.
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CONCLUSION 
Reflections on the Study of Francophone African Writers, and le Contemporain 
 
This study took as its point of departure the littérature-monde manifesto, signed 
by forty-four contemporary writers working in French from a variety of geographical and 
ethnic origins. The document first appeared on the front page of Le Monde in March 2007 
and was followed by an edited volume under a similar title appeared a few months later. I 
took this snapshot as a central image with which to begin my exploration of 
contemporary authorship and performance among francophone African writers for 
several reasons. Not least of these was that I observed, in the moment it appeared in 
2007, what had the potential to be a watershed moment in the study and reception of 
French and francophone literatures. The quantity of articles, edited volumes, and 
conferences that appeared around this phrase in the following years show that I was not 
alone in thinking that the document could effect changes in the practical organization of 
how we classify and talk about literature in French, and could also put pressure on some 
of the problematic aspects of general reception, recognition, and readership concerning 
francophone writers not from metropolitan France.72 
                                                        
72 Published texts include an edited volume by Alec Hargreaves, Charles Forsdick, and 
David Murphy. Transnational French Studies: Postcolonialism and Littérature-monde. 
Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010. Several articles take up the idea in an issue 
of Caribbean-focused journal Small Axe. Number 33 (Volume 14, Number 3), November 
2010. Fabula lists several conferences that immediately continued the discussion after 
2007, including at the Université d’Alger, 23-25 February 2009, titled “Une ‘littérature-
monde en français’: Enjeux et perspectives;” the international conference by the 
Winthrop-King Institute for Contemporary French and Francophone Studies at Florida 
State University, “Littérature-monde: New Wave or New Hype?” 12-14 February 2009; 
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 In the eight years that have passed since the manifesto’s initial publication, what 
has in fact changed? While I still hold that the document’s publication remains a moment 
that captures many crucial aspects of the performance of authorship, and it initiated 
compelling debates in the academy, it is harder to say that the landscape of the literary 
field in French truly has reconfigured itself since littérature-monde became a buzzword 
in literary studies. 
 In some ways, it would seem as though despite its apparent efforts to restructure 
the literary field, littérature-monde itself is a symptom of what I would call the 
“francophone specificity” that Beyala, Diome, Bessora, Mabanckou, Miano, and others 
all share: a heritage received from a French classical tradition that makes their mode of 
authorship distinct from other postcolonial literatures. This specificity is not only 
historical, but continues today, and evidence for it abounds. At a basic level, the 
importance of the Parisian literary space for publishing and circulation, examined at 
length in this study, makes clear the distinction for all writers working in French. Yet 
other instances, like the 2007 Pour une littérature-monde en français are also perhaps 
more subtle indications of this specificity. It is important to distinguish littérature-monde 
en français from world literature. The former remains wholly anchored in a French-
speaking space, while the latter claims a diversity that is not only geographic, but 
linguistic as well. While it is true that the manifeste des 44 is a plea for inclusion and 
                                                                                                                                                                     
and more recently, at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, BC, Canada, “Repenser le 
manifeste ‘Pour une littérature-monde en français’,” 28-29 April 2014. This list is by no 
means exhaustive, but it is representative of the international scholarly interest in the 
manifesto – an interest that was much greater abroad than in France, as evidenced by the 
locations of the publications and conferences listed here. 
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diversity, the argument rests in large part on evidence such as the winners of French 
literary prizes, and its signatories include authors who chose to write in this language 
despite it not being their native tongue (Nancy Huston, Dai Sijie). The manifesto makes 
an effort to bring outside-of-France literature out of the “ghetto” while still relying on the 
same apparatus of legitimation that French critics have traditionally used.  
For these reasons, to understand authorship as perceived by francophone writers 
in the contemporary moment, it was necessary to begin by examining the development of 
the concept of author in the French tradition. This historiography work done in the first 
chapter allowed us to see how the concept of “author” has evolved over time in the 
French literary tradition, and specifically how the poststructuralist turn, while opening up 
new possibilities by paving the way for gender studies and postcolonial studies generally, 
still failed to account for its own white, male European subject position as the assumed 
universal. My initial objection to this was an understanding that failing to recognize the 
importance of the positionality of the subject precludes the question of representation 
from even being raised. This question does in fact need to be raised, when considering 
the judgments and classifications that are in reality imposed upon writers considered 
“francophone” and not “French,” classifications that are at least in part based upon their 
embodied selves.  
My second chapter was a performative reading of author characters in the fiction 
of Beyala, Diome, and Mabanckou. By beginning with fiction, I wish to recognize that 
the fictional text is the first site where a writer makes herself writer, in fact calls this 
identity into being. It is the first performative act of authorship in the sense that without 
  
268
the written text, one cannot claim to be an author. Before even taking into consideration 
other spaces like paratexts or personal appearances, where these questions are sometimes 
more explicitly asked and addressed, we can see that authors of the contemporary 
generation use fiction as a site for an experimental dialogue about the meaning of their 
roles as authors, the specific expectations placed upon them as writers who are labeled as 
“African,” and how they see themselves taking the stage in public. Furthermore, the 
meta-discourse of a writer’s engagement with his public persona in his fictional work 
points to the fact that these realms of inside- and outside-the-book are in reality not so 
divided. This further calls into question the assumed death of the author, and indeed 
makes it clear that experimentation with the idea of being author is an integral part of the 
creative work of the writers studied here.  
Acknowledging the connectedness of inside- and outside-the-book naturally 
raised questions about what lies beyond the book itself, and lead me to an examination of 
the texts that do the work of bridging those two worlds, detailed in Chapter 3. Paratexts 
around francophone African writers’ works through the twentieth century offer a better 
understanding of the context in the publishing industry and the ways in which 
contemporary writers respond to these historical expectations, as well as the shifts that 
have taken place in recent decades. Again, this historiography work is necessary to 
understand the particularities attending the act of publishing in French, and the specific 
literary legacy that writers from the continent face when working in the French language 
and heritage. While encouraging developments have taken place – such as the shift from 
prefaces by white writers framing black writers’ work, to contemporary African writers 
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prefacing each others’ work – issues remain, as we saw in the example of the problematic 
English translation of Léonora Miano’s L’Intérieur de la nuit. Digital space creates some 
avenues for challenging these continued problematic interpretations, as we saw in 
Miano’s response to the Dark Heart of the Night via the African Literature and Cinema 
listerv on H-Net. Other digital forms such as blogs are also critical to asserting an 
alternative platform from which to broadcast simultaneously, though next to and 
sometimes counter to the “official” discourse of publishers or even government-funded 
projects like the French Voices initiative that translated Miano’s novel. These spaces are 
not exclusively for counter narratives, but can also be used for strategic framing of the 
public self of the author, such as self-promotion of printed works, or as medium for more 
aesthetic experimentation in varying formats, as seen in the blogs of Mabanckou and 
Bessora. 
These examples show that digital media remain valuable critical/creative tools for 
established writers while they are a packaged commodity of other interests. What is 
more, digital spaces are not solely the domain of “peripheral” writers. Michel 
Houellebecq, for example, makes available some of his writing online to members of 
l’Association des amis de Michel Houellebecq,73 though not for free (it is behind a 
paywall only accessible to paid members with a secure login) and not without a 
qualifying statement about his reservations about making some material available through 
                                                        
73 Associations such as this one are also part of a larger tradition where public readership 
and canonization intersect. While membership in such a club is a way of publicizing 
one’s own literary tastes and becoming a participant in active dialogue among other 
readers and at times with the author, the establishment of such an organization is also an 
indication that the author is accepted into the canon of French letters, with examples of 
associations named for early-to-mid twentieth century writers such as Gide and Colette. 
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what he sees as an inferior form of distribution. In his typical provocative language, 
Houellebecq explains on the association’s website that: 
Mes réserves concernant la littérature par Internet ont à peine décru; je 
continue à considérer que le livre est intrinsèquement supérieur: à la fois 
plus pratique, plus maniable et plus beau; les e-books, plus encore 
qu’Internet, sont une catastrophe, je ne comprends même pas comment on 
a osé mettre sur le marché une merde pareille. 
[My reservations concerning literature via the Internet have hardly 
decreased; I continue to consider that books are intrinsically superior: at 
the same time more practical, more easy to handle, and more beautiful. E-
books, even more than the Internet, are a catastrophe; I cannot even 
understand how one dared to put such a piece of shit on the market.] 
Houellebecq goes on to say that he has realized that there are many places in the world 
where, because of poor mail services or censorship, books in French are difficult or even 
impossible to access. For all of these reasons, as well as in order to financially support the 
association, he decided to make some of his work available via Internet. 
Houellebecq’s reasonings are therefore political and practical although they go 
against his aesthetic sensibility (he still finds paper books “plus beau[x]”). All writers 
must at the very least take a position on new media forms that are available – both for 
their written work and for the circulation of their personalities. Additionally, Houellebecq 
makes the point that  the issue is the difficulty in obtaining texts in French – thus firmly 
aligning himself in a similar “francophone specific” world as the one in which African 
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writers working in French operate. I raise the example of Houellebecq here not as a 
counterpoint to writers identified as “francophone” as opposed to “French,” but rather the 
opposite: to underscore how the gestures of the specific writers I have studied in this 
project are woven into the fabric of mainstream contemporary literature as much as those 
of a Houellebecq, a Nothomb, or a Beigbeder are.  
Finally, the fourth chapter moves criticism of literature toward a consideration of 
the fully embodied performances of contemporary writers. Their presences at literary 
events as varied as the Salon du Livre and Etonnants Voyageurs – meetings that represent 
the centralized and the decentralized respectively, and whose organizers subscribe to 
different ideological and theoretical understandings of literature in French today – can 
account for the movement towards “la literature qui s’expose” that Rosenthal and Ruffel 
point to. Alongside virtual experiences like the microblogging format Twitter, in which 
users can directly interact with each other across geographic, class, and other lines, the 
increase in literary festivals and similar live events suggests a continuing desire for 
readers and critics to seek these direct interactions outside of digital platforms. 
Speculating on the causes or meanings of these simultaneous yet opposite trends lies 
outside the scope of this study, but this particular twenty-first century contradiction 
deserves further study. 
  At the same time as these seemingly contradictory digital and physical presences 
are both increasing, French literary journalism is also beginning to awaken to the newest 
generation of African novelists – albeit those working in English. What can account for 
the apparent rising star for authors like Chimamanda Adichie, Taiye Selasi, and others, or 
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for that matter Etonnants Voyageurs’ featuring Nigerian writers working in English at the 
largest French-speaking literary festival in the world? A recent (December 2014) article 
in Le Monde titled “Irrésistibles Afropolitains” ponders the significance of what the 
author perceives as a new phenomenon of African writers, and not solely francophone 
ones, in France. Interestingly, the term “Afropolitan” – normally attributed to Selasi in a 
2005 article “Bye-Bye Babar” that appeared online, but also later theorized by Achille 
Mbembe in 2007 – normally designates anglophones. Selasi’s article purposefully 
constructs the transnational identities of her fellow Afropolitans around the English-
speaking loci of London, Accra, Toronto, and Houston. Even Mbembe’s commentary 
frames the importance of the cultural and economic capitals of Dakar and Abijan as 
passé, part of the twentieth century; today, Johannesburg is “the center of Afropolitanism 
par excellence” (29). Critics, writers, and journalists alike seem to leave no space for 
literature in French in this “new wave” of writing. 
Even while Le Monde in its Afropolitains article acknowledges that writers like 
Mabanckou and Miano have also already offered new visions for writing and re-thinking 
identities, it gives the English-language writers the credit for their global appeal and 
circulation, in part because of a particular burden that writers working in French all bear. 
Le Monde quotes Sami Tchak’s recent essay La Couleur de l’écrivain in which he asserts 
that while francophone writers are still writing to, and for practical reasons dependent 
upon, Paris, this aligns them with other creative workers in French, who suffer under the 
perception of the “déclinisme” of Paris as world cultural capital. Says Tchak, “Nous 
sommes aussi les ‘enfants du déclin,’ enfants d’une époque où la France, notre référence, 
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a cessé d’être la lumière du monde” [“We are also the ‘children of the decline,’ children 
of a time when France, our reference point, stopped being the light of the world”]. Here is 
another way in which, without denying certain resonances with African writers who are 
influenced more by the legacy of British colonialism, we can observe that francophone 
African writers are distinct from their contemporaries on/from the continent because of 
the way in which they and their work are entwined in the contemporary field of French 
literature. 
And yet while they are wholly part of this field, there remain issues of 
marginalization. Léonora Miano in Habiter la frontière and Patrice Nganang in Manifeste 
d’une nouvelle literature africaine both accuse many readers and critics of literature by 
Africans of reading too simplistically. Patrice Nganang, in the prologue to his 2007 book-
length essay, remarks that: 
Trop de fois également, la critique n’ouvre son regard qu’aux supposés 
mimétiques des textes, et ainsi renvoie toutes les innovations possibles de la 
littérature dont elle s’occupe, à l’inscription des oeuvres dans le langage d’une 
histoire ou d’une sociologie différentes: d’un continent fixé comme latérite de 
l’Occident; d’une terre africanisée. Les limitations de ces vues sont logées dans le 
bail transcendantal qui les fonde. Celui-ci a pour conséquence autant la courte 
étendue du regard critique, que le peu de profondeur de ses analyses, et son 
produit ne peut être que la mise sous tutelle d’une littérature. Au fond est-il 
possible de lire la littérature africaine, moins à partir de son inscription mimétique 
  
274
dans les réalités du continent, les géographies nationales, ou la conscience de ses 
lecteurs vrais ou potentiels, qu’à partir de son enracinement dans la vérité? (11). 
[Too many times, as well, critics only open their eyes to the supposed mimetic 
aspects of the texts, and thus refer all of the possible innovations of the literature 
they are concerned with to the inscription of the works within the language of a 
different history or sociology: the language of a continent fixed like the laterite of 
the West; the language of an Africanized earth. The limitations of these views are 
lodged in their transcendental foundational contract. The consequence of this 
contract is just as much the narrow extent of critical views, as the little depth of 
their analyses, and its product can only be the guardianship of one literature by 
another. The basic question is, is it possible to read African literature, not based 
on its mimetic inscription in the realities of the continent, national geographies, or 
the consciousness of its actual or potential readers, but rather from its rootedness 
in the truth?] 
Nganag longs to hear a critique that engages with the “truth” found in African literary 
texts – which is how Franco-French authors are critiqued and considered. This 
“rootedness in the truth” is what would make any literature worthwhile reading, 
regardless of the cultural or geographic references of the text or origins of its author; it is 
the capacity of the literary text to speak to universal elements of the human experience. 
Nganang’s comment is aimed at changing the consideration of literature by African 
writers to be on equal terms with writers from Europe, or France specifically. 
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Writing a few years later in 2012, Miano addresses a similar charge to the university 
community in the essay “Lire enfin les auteurs subsahariens,”  
[L]’Université se contente d’une categorization des auteurs qui limite la 
compréhension des textes. Il ne s’agit pas de nier le lien des écrivains avec leur 
pays d’origine, l’influence que cela peut avoir sur leur manière de travailler. Mais 
si on se cantonne à cela, on ne lit qu’un petit quart du roman. Il faut chercher à 
connaître les ressorts esthétiques de chaque auteur comme on le fait avec les 
auteurs non subsahariens. [Ces auteurs] racontent des histoires et, pour ce faire, 
leur sensibilité est leur premier materiau. Je n’imagine pas qu’on aille les 
interroger sur l’état de la Littérature française, sans parler de celui de la 
Littérature européenne (46-47, italics original). 
[The University is content with a categorization of authors that limits the 
understanding of texts. It is not about denying the link between writers and their 
country of origin, or the influence that can have on their working style. But if we 
limit ourselves to this, we have only read a quarter of the novel. We must search 
to learn the aesthetic motivations of each author, just as we do with non-sub-
Saharan authors. [These authors] tell stories, and in order to do so, their sensitivity 
is their raw material. I don’t imagine that we would ask them about the state of 
French Literature, never mind the state of European Literature.] 
Miano points here to a continuing problem: even among those who are working 
professionally in the university world as critics, often motivated by a desire to increase 
the awareness and appreciation of quality work from sub-Saharan writers, there is at 
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times a limiting engagement with their work beyond thematic or historical significance. 
This is in parallel to the marginalizing questions imposed on African writers I outlined 
when defining the African writer’s repertoire.  
I have shown at length in this study the different ways authors attempt to confront 
and overcome this marginalization on various stages in the publishing world in France. 
But the phenomenon is not limited to Parisian sites of industry, as Miano affirms. Simon 
Gikandi has also observed, at the most recent meeting of the African Studies Association 
in 2014, that Africa, and specifically African literature, remains a marginalized area of 
study within the (North American) academy. Legitimacy of this field is challenged, he 
says, because of the disassociation of literature from the study of Africa, in contrast with 
departments like history and anthropology that generally recognize that they must have at 
least one Africanist among their numbers. Gikandi also observes that the discipline 
suffers from a lack of critics and scholars who are specifically trained in the study of 
literature by Africans, as opposed to more general postcolonial literature experts. As the 
study of African literatures becomes enveloped in larger, more general disciplines, Africa 
becomes “displaced” according to Gikandi.  
Both of these primarily fiction writers, Nganag and Miano, here touch upon the 
aesthetic, interpretive danger that lurks in simplistic classifications and readings of 
cultural production by writers from Africa. Yet it is not only from outside the 
critical/academic machine that this scrutiny comes, as Gikandi’s remarks make clear. All 
three rightly point out that limiting our thinking about “African literature” is not only 
unjust to African writers, it ultimately impoverishes our understanding of an entire swath 
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of texts from our contemporary moment. I would add that the stakes are higher for us 
who do the work of teaching and making known via public criticism the texts about 
which we feel passionately. I would venture to ask, if we are not representing these texts 
as complete, complex works of art to be considered fully as such, then who is? 
This study has been an attempt to contribute to, as Miano alludes to, the treatment 
sub-Saharan writers with the same critical analysis as their Franco-French counterparts, 
and also to push back against the marginalization of African literature in university 
criticism as underlined by Gikandi. In the writers I have studied I have focused on their 
aesthetic understanding of their own roles as authors – as black authors, as women or 
men authors, as migrant or transnational authors, etc. I have tried to show how this 
aesthetic understanding is communicated through the performances in and of their 
creative works.  
Performance is a crucial element to this study because it provides the critical 
apparatus for understanding multiple elements of the authorial role that are specific to 
African writers within the context of literature in French. First, this provided a way of 
considering embodiment as it is actually viewed in practical structures that organize and 
classify texts and authors, despite the death of the author being an established catchphrase 
in the academy, and despite France’s own erasure of ethnic and racial origins in its 
official documentation.  
Second, performance recognizes the oral, presentational dimension of literature, 
allowing us to be more attentive to the constant movements back and forth between the 
oral text and the written one. One might be tempted to identify this element as connected 
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to the importance of oral literature in African contexts; indeed much work has already 
been done on the significance of orality in literature by African and African diasporic 
authors. I would place next to this, however, the tradition of theatricality in French 
literature, and assert that performances of authorship are not necessarily explained only 
as traces of a different, African, history or culture. As Nganang says, this is all too often 
the way in which critics try to explain the innovative aspects of a text by an African 
writer, by pointing to a supposed African element that differentiates it from texts by 
writers from other regions of the world. There exists, in fact, a long tradition of 
theatricality and presence of the author in the French tradition: from medieval 
interventions of the writer in a manuscript, as seen in Marie de France’s self-
identification in the prologue to her Lais; to eighteenth-century prefaces portraying the 
author as only the editor of letters, as Rousseau does in La nouvelle Héloïse; and even 
anti-statements like Sartre refusing to accept the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1964. 
Finally, integrating performance as a part of contemporary literature recognizes 
that knowledge creation and transmission occur in these spaces as well as in the written 
text, as Diana Taylor’s theory of scenario outlines. In the “disidentifying” acts that can 
occur, contemporary authors are using the tools of the French literary machine to work on 
those very same mechanisms, and demand to be considered as writers in their own right. 
They demand that their writings be considered as literature, without qualifiers. This is 
their aesthetic project and it deserves attention regarding its form, style, and innovation, 
as the critical world would with the works of any artist. This study is therefore in part my 
own effort to bring nuanced attention and criticism to this body of work, in other words 
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to bring it out of the margins where it is too often consigned, and to recognize the works 
of artists like Beyala, Mabanckou, Diome, Bessora, and Miano, as the integral 
components of the contemporary literary field in French that they in reality already are.
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• Practicum in French Composition, Conversation, and Reading I & II 
 
English Teaching Assistant, French Ministry of Education,  2006-2007  
Lycée professionnel Félix Le Dantec, Lannion, France 
Taught discussion-based English classes with small groups of students in a French high 
school in cooperation with supervising teachers. 
 
 
PEDAGOGY AWARDS & PRESENTATIONS 
 
Awards 
Outstanding Teaching Fellow in Romance Studies, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 
Boston University (2014) 
 
Award for Teaching Excellence, Department of Romance Studies, Boston University 
(2013) 
 
Donald J. White Award for Teaching Excellence, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 
Boston College (2009) 
 
Presentations 
New Teaching Fellow Orientation, Graduate School of Arts  28 August 2014 
 & Sciences, Boston University, Boston, MA 
Invited to participate in pedagogy workshops for incoming Graduate Teaching Fellows. 
 
Boston College Department of Romance Languages &  17 October 2008 
Literatures Teaching Fellows Workshop, Chestnut Hill, MA 
Selected by faculty to participate in peer workshop on teaching strategies.  Presented 
interactive activities for addressing literary texts in an intermediate-level foreign 
language classroom. 
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RESEARCH ASSISTANTSHIPS 
Research Assistant to Phillip Usher, Assistant Professor of   2012 
French and Comparative Literature, Barnard College and Columbia University  
Conducted research at the Bibliothèque nationale de France for Professor Usher’s book 
project on Renaissance playwright Robert Garnier and the French Wars of Religion. 
 
Research Assistant to T. Jefferson Kline, Professor of French,  2011 
Department of Romance Studies, Boston University 
Conducted bibliographic research for Professor Kline’s book Agnès Varda Interviews 
(University of Mississippi Press, 2013).  
 
 
UNIVERSITY SERVICE 
Graduate Intern, Academic Affairs, Boston University Study  2013-2014 
Abroad   
Assisted Director of Academic Affairs, compiled course evaluation summaries, 
represented BU Study Abroad to College of Arts and Sciences Curriculum Committees 
for new courses abroad. 
 
Scribe, Office for Students with Disabilities, Boston University 2012-2013 
Took dictation in French for graduate student with mandated accommodations. 
 
Graduate Assistant, Paris Contemporary Studies Program,   2011-2012 
Boston University Paris  
Academic and logistical support in advanced undergraduate seminar in literature and 
contemporary cultural studies, and in exchange program with Université Paris VIII 
Vincennes—Saint-Denis.  
 
Member; President, 2013-14 French Graduate Student   2009-Present 
Association of Boston University      
Led departmental association for the promotion of collegial exchange and professional 
development among graduate students in French, including grant writing for and 
organization of annual Tournées French Film Festival on campus. 
 
 
 
 
Co-President, Boston College Romance Languages Graduate  2008-2009 
Student Association   
Coordinated professional development, academic, and service programs in departmental 
graduate student association. 
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Committee Member, Boston College Graduate Student   2007-2009 
Conference in Romance Literatures     
Organized and coordinated annual graduate student conference, including writing calls 
for papers, reviewing submissions, and moderating panels. 
 
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS 
Modern Language Association 
African Studies Association 
Pi Delta Phi, National French Honors Society 
Pi Gamma Mu, International Honors Society in Social Sciences 
Sigma Iota Rho, Honors Society in International Studies 
 
 
LANGUAGES 
Languages:  
• English, native speaker 
• French, near-native fluency 
• Spanish, proficient 
 
 
